
Irene O’Daly

John of Salisbury  
and the medieval  
Roman Renaissance

J ohn of Salisbury (late 1110s–80) is a key figure  
of the twelfth-century renaissance. As a student at the cosmopolitan 

schools of medieval Paris, an associate of Thomas Becket, and an acute 
commentator on society and rulership, he provides unique insights into 
the political culture of the period. This volume reassesses the influence 
of classical sources on John’s political writings, investigating how he 
accessed and used the ideas of his ancient predecessors.

By looking at John’s quotations of and allusions to classical works, 
Irene O’Daly shows that he not only borrowed the vocabulary of  
his classical forbears, but explicitly aligned himself with their 
philosophical positions. She illustrates John’s profound debt to Roman 
Stoicism, derived from the writings of Seneca and Cicero, and shows 
how he made Stoic theories on duties, virtuous rulership and 
moderation relevant to the medieval context. She also examines how 
John’s classical learning was filtered through patristic sources,  
arguing that this led to a unique synthesis between his political and 
theological views. 

The book places famous elements of John’s political theory – such as 
his model of the body politic and his views on tyranny – in the context 
of the intellectual foment of the classical revival and the dramatic 
social changes afoot in Europe in the twelfth century. It offers  
students and researchers of this period a novel investigation of how 
Stoicism comprises a ‘third way’ for medieval political philosophy, 
interacting with – and at times dominating – neo-Platonism and  
proto-Aristotelianism.

Irene O’Daly is a Researcher at Huygens ING (De Koninklijke 
Nederlandse Akademie van Wetenschappen), Amsterdam

Front Cover: Marginal illustration of Henry II  
in National Library of Ireland Ms 700 fo.72r  
(courtesy of the National Library of Ireland)

RIGHT: Figures from the Luttrell Psalter
Courtesy of the British Library (Add. 42130, fos 68r and 70v)

9 781526 109491

ISBN 978-1-5261-0949-1

www.manchesteruniversitypress.co.uk

Jo
h

n
 o

f
 Sa

lisb
u

ry a
n

d
 th

e
 

m
e

di
e

va
l Ro


m

a
n

 R
e

n
a

issa
n

c
e

O
’D

aly

C
o
p
y
r
i
g
h
t
 
 
2
0
1
8
.
 
M
a
n
c
h
e
s
t
e
r
 
U
n
i
v
e
r
s
i
t
y
 
P
r
e
s
s
.
 
A
l
l
 
r
i
g
h
t
s
 
r
e
s
e
r
v
e
d
.
 
M
a
y
 
n
o
t
 
b
e
 
r
e
p
r
o
d
u
c
e
d
 
i
n
 
a
n
y
 
f
o
r
m
 
w
i
t
h
o
u
t
 
p
e
r
m
i
s
s
i
o
n
 
f
r
o
m
 
t
h
e
 
p
u
b
l
i
s
h
e
r
,
 
e
x
c
e
p
t
 
f
a
i
r
 
u
s
e
s
 
p
e
r
m
i
t
t
e
d
 
u
n
d
e
r
 
U
.
S
.
 
o
r
 
a
p
p
l
i
c
a
b
l
e
 
c
o
p
y
r
i
g
h
t
 
l
a
w
.

EBSCO Publishing : eBook Collection (EBSCOhost) - printed on 2/12/2023 6:36 AM via 
AN: 1737799 ; Irene O'Daly.; John of Salisbury and the Medieval Roman Renaissance
Account: ns335141



J O H N  O F  S A L I S B U R Y  A N D  T H E 

M E D I E V A L   R O M A N  R E N A I S S A N C E

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/12/2023 6:36 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



series editor    Professor S. H. Rigby

The study of medieval Europe is being transformed as old orthodoxies are challenged, 
new methods embraced and fresh fields of enquiry opened up. The adoption of 
interdisciplinary perspectives and the challenge of economic, social and cultural theory 
are forcing medievalists to ask new questions and to see familiar topics in a fresh light.
  The aim of this series is to combine the scholarship traditionally associated with 
medieval studies with an awareness of more recent issues and approaches in a form 
accessible to the non-specialist reader.

already published in the series
Peacemaking in the middle ages: principles and practice

Jenny Benham

Money in the medieval English economy: 973–1489
James Bolton

The commercialisation of English Society 1000–1500 (second edition)
Richard H. Britnell

Reform and the papacy in the eleventh century
Kathleen G. Cushing

Picturing women in late medieval and Renaissance art
Christa Grössinger

The Vikings in England
D. M. Hadley

A sacred city: consecrating churches and reforming society in eleventh-century Italy
Louis I. Hamilton

The politics of carnival
Christopher Humphrey

Holy motherhood
Elizabeth L’Estrange 

Music, scholasticism and reform: Salian Germany 1024–1125
T. J. H. McCarthy

Medieval law in context
Anthony Musson

Constructing kingship: the Capetian monarchs of France and the early Crusades
James Naus

The expansion of Europe, 1250–1500
Michael North

Medieval maidens
Kim M. Phillips

Approaching the Bible in medieval England
Eyal Poleg

Gentry culture in late medieval England
Raluca Radulescu and Alison Truelove (eds)

Chaucer in context
S. H. Rigby

Peasants and historians: debating the medieval English peasantry
Phillipp R. Schofield

Lordship in four realms: the Lacy family, 1166–1241
Colin Veach

The life cycle in Western Europe, c.1300–c.1500
Deborah Youngs

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/12/2023 6:36 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



JOHN OF SALISBURY AND 
THE MEDIEVAL ROMAN 

RENAISSANCE

Irene O’Daly

Manchester University Press

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/12/2023 6:36 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



Copyright © Irene O’Daly 2018

The right of Irene O’Daly to be identified as the author of this work has been asserted 
by her in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

Published by Manchester University Press
Altrincham Street, Manchester M1 7JA

www.manchesteruniversitypress.co.uk

British Library Cataloguing-in-Publication Data
A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library

ISBN  978 1 5261 0949 1 hardback

First published 2018

The publisher has no responsibility for the persistence or accuracy of URLs for 
any external or third-party internet websites referred to in this book, and does 
not guarantee that any content on such websites is, or will remain, accurate or 
appropriate.

Typeset by 
Servis Filmsetting Limited, Stockport, Cheshire

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/12/2023 6:36 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use

http://www.manchesteruniversitypress.co.uk


v

C O N T E N T S

Acknowledgements	 page vi
Editions and translations used	 viii
Abbreviations	 x

Introduction� 1

1	 The Roman inheritance	 25
2	 Nature and reason	 67
3	 Defining duties: the cooperative model of the polity	 92
4	 Political relationships in context: the body politic	 117
5	 Moderation and the virtuous life	 145
6	 The princely head	 181

Conclusion	 221

Select bibliography	 226
Index� 239

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/12/2023 6:36 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



vi

A C K N O W L E D G E M E N T S

Many of the ideas in this book originated in my PhD, awarded by the 
University of Cambridge in 2010. First thanks must go to Anna Abulafia, 
my MPhil and PhD supervisor, for her diligent attention to my studies 
and well-being during my time in Cambridge and beyond. Further valu-
able feedback on my work was provided by Peter Stacey, Magnus Ryan 
and Joe Canning. I am grateful for opportunities to have presented parts 
of this work to colleagues, notably at the John of Salisbury Colloquium 
held in Durham (2012) and at ‘Jean de Salisbury: Nouvelles lectures, 
nouvelles enjeux’ at the Université de Lorraine, Metz (2015). My stud-
ies at Cambridge were funded by the Arts and Humanities Research 
Council (UK), a Robert Gardiner Memorial Scholarship, the Cambridge 
European Trust, an Isaac Newton Research Studentship, the Elizabeth 
Kolb Memorial Trust and Gonville and Caius College; my thanks to all 
of these for their financial support. Meanwhile, I owe a huge debt of a 
different kind to Alex Bamji, Lucy Rhymer, Graham St John and Alex 
Sapoznik, with whom I shared my PhD years and many years of friend-
ship since.

I’m particularly grateful to Eddie Hyland and Ian S.  Robinson of 
Trinity College Dublin, my alma mater, for their introductions to politi-
cal thought and medieval history, respectively. Although they are now 
scattered far and wide, thanks are also due to my circle of Dublin friends 
– Alison MacIntyre, Mánus de Barra, Kevin Byrne, Karola McGetrick, 
Helen Airton, Susannah Gibson and Audrey Harwood. The book was 
written between three countries. Kate Pruce has experienced all three with 
me, providing kindness and tea throughout. Sarah Courtauld has been a 
continuous source of friendship, hospitality, and sound advice. Nicola 
Cossburn, Krista Kajberg, Tereza Pavlickova and Eva Streglova have 
inspired and supported me every summer during our annual holidays.

The writing of this book occurred alongside a number of other pro-
jects and posts. From 2011 to 2014, I worked at Leiden University on 
the Nederlandse Organisatie voor Wetenschappelijk Onderzoek-funded 
project ‘Turning Over a New Leaf: Manuscript Innovation in the Twelfth 
Century’. My colleagues Erik Kwakkel, Jenneka Janzen, Julie Somers and 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/12/2023 6:36 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



acknowledgements

vii

Jenny Weston became great friends and made those three years incredibly 
enjoyable, as well as intellectually stimulating. Peter Liebregts has been an 
essential source of steady support, inspiration, and patient kindness since 
my time in Leiden – bedankt. From 2014 to 2017, I worked at the John 
Rylands Research Institute at the University of Manchester, which proved 
a fruitful environment to complete the draft manuscript of this book; 
Katharina Keim, Stefania Silvestri and Julianne Simpson were particularly 
encouraging cheerleaders throughout this process. Mariken Teeuwen 
at Huygens ING generously gave me the time required to complete the 
final manuscript. Thanks are due, too, to the editorial staff at Manchester 
University Press for their practical aid and advice, and to Stephen Rigby, 
who, along with the anonymous reviewers of the manuscript, offered valu-
able suggestions of how to improve its text.

While this book is a product of time spent in different places, an 
important constant has been my family, who have provided practical and 
emotional support throughout. The last thanks go, therefore, to those 
who were there from the first – to my parents and brothers for the wonder-
ful opportunities for education I had, both in and out of the classroom. 
This book is dedicated to the memory of Dorothy C. Connor (1913–2004) 
and Paddy ‘Panda’ O’Daly (1911–2006), who supported this project (and 
me) at its start, and, I know, would have been proud of its completion. 
Requiescant in pace.

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/12/2023 6:36 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



viii

E D I T I O N S  A N D  T R A N S L A T I O N S  U S E D

The edition of the Policraticus used is Ioannis Saresberiensis Episcopi 
Carnotensis Policratici sive De Nugis Curialium et Vestigiis Philosophorum 
Libri VIII, ed. C. C. J. Webb (2 vols; Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1909). 
To date, this is the only complete modern edition of the Policraticus. 
Books I–IV of the Policraticus were edited as part of the CCCM (118) by 
Katharine Keats-Rohan, but Webb’s version – which used Cambridge, 
Corpus Christi College, MS 46 as its base manuscript – is preferred 
throughout, although I am aware of its editorial shortcomings. The edi-
tion of the Metalogicon used is Ioannis Saresberiensis Metalogicon, ed.  
J.  B.  Hall, auxiliata K.  S.  B.  Keats-Rohan (CCCM 98; Turnhout: 
Brepols, 1991).

All translations from the Policraticus and Metalogicon are my own, 
although I have been informed in my readings by existing translations, 
notably The Statesman’s Book of John of Salisbury: Being the Fourth, Fifth 
and Sixth Books and Selections from the Seventh and Eighth Books of the 
Policraticus, trans. J. Dickinson (New York: Knopf, 1927); Frivolities of 
Courtiers and Footprints of Philosophers: Being a Translation of the First, 
Second, and Third Books of the Policraticus of John of Salisbury, trans. 
 J. B. Pike (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1938); Policraticus: 
Of the Frivolities of Courtiers and the Footprints of Philosophers, trans.  
C.  J.  Nederman (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1990); and 
John of Salisbury, The Metalogicon: A Twelfth-Century Defense of the 
Verbal and Logical Arts of the Trivium, trans. D.  McGarry (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 1955).

I have used John of Salisbury’s Entheticus Maior et Minor, ed. and 
trans. J. van Laarhoven (3 vols; Leiden: Brill, 1987), as it offers a highly 
readable translation of these poems that captures their dynamic literary 
form. Translations of John’s letters are taken from The Letters of John of 
Salisbury, vol. 1: The Early Letters (1153–61), ed. and trans. W. J. Millor, 
H. E. Butler, and C. N. L. Brooke (rev. edn, Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 1986); and The Letters of John of Salisbury, vol. 2: The Later Letters 
(1163–80), ed. and trans. W.  J.  Millor and C.  N.  L.  Brooke (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 1979), by permission of Oxford University 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/12/2023 6:36 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



editions and translations used

ix

Press. I have also used The Historia Pontificalis of John of Salisbury, ed. 
and trans. M. Chibnall (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1986). I have 
indicated any variance from these translations when necessary, and have 
preserved editorial presentations of spelling (particularly with respect to 
the use of u/v) and punctuation throughout. Bible quotations in Latin 
and English are taken from Biblia Sacra Vulgata (Stuttgart: Deutsche 
Bibelgesellschaft, 1994) and The New Oxford Annotated Bible: New 
Revised Standard Version with the Apocrypha (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2001) respectively. Other editions and translations used are noted 
throughout; if no translation is cited it can be assumed that the translation 
is my own.

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/12/2023 6:36 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



x

A B B R E V I A T I O N S

CCCM	 Corpus Christianorum Continuatio Mediævalis
CCSL	 Corpus Christianorum Series Latina
LC	 Loeb Classical Library
Letters I	 The Letters of John of Salisbury, vol. 1: The Early Letters 

(1153–61), ed. and trans. W.  J.  Millor, H.  E.  Butler and 
C. N. L. Brooke (rev. edn, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
1986)

Letters II	 The Letters of John of Salisbury, vol. 2: The Later Letters 
(1163–80), ed. and trans. W.  J.  Millor and C.  N.  L.  Brooke 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1979)

Met.	 Ioannis Saresberiensis Metalogicon, ed. J.  B.  Hall, aux. 
K. S. B. Keats-Rohan (CCCM 98; Turnhout: Brepols, 1991)

MHTB	 Materials for the History of Thomas Becket: Archbishop of 
Canterbury, ed. J. C. Robertson and J. B. Sheppard (7 vols; 
London: Rolls Series, 1875–85)

PL	 Patrologia Latina cursus completus, ed. J.-P. Migne (221 vols; 
Paris, 1844–64)

Pol.	 Ioannis Saresberiensis Episcopi Carnotensis Policratici sive De 
Nugis Curialium et Vestigiis Philosophorum Libri VIII, ed.  
C. C. J. Webb (2 vols; Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1909).

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/12/2023 6:36 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



1

Introduction

Biography

The Chapelle Saint-Piat, attached by dramatic flying buttresses to the 
rear of the Cathédrale de Notre-Dame in Chartres, is the final resting 

place of John of Salisbury (late 1110s–1180). He was interred here in 1911 
after archaeological investigations in the abbey of St Marie de Josaphat 
at Leves uncovered his remains in their original ornate Romanesque 
sarcophagus.1 John now rests under a medieval fresco of the miracles of 
another famous scholar who made his home at Chartres, Fulbert (d. 1028), 
in a conjunction that links the eleventh- and twelfth-century intellectual 
life of the cathedral city. A plaque outside the chapel commemorates 
John’s career as Bishop of Chartres from 1176 to 1180, the twilight of his 
life and a period from which little evidence remains.2 John’s early years 
are similarly shadowy. We know he was born in Old Sarum some time 
between 1115 and 1120 during the bishopric of Roger (d. 1139); he may 
have been the son of a married canon.3 Letters from John to his brother 
Richard and half-brother Robert survive.4 References to John as canon of 
Salisbury, and to revenues held by him within the diocese, demonstrate 
his continued connection to that area.5

It was in Salisbury that John’s early education occurred, as memorably 
recorded in the Policraticus. John describes being entrusted to a priest to 
be taught the psalms – that is, how to read – but the unscrupulous priest 
attempted instead to teach John and another student the art of crystal 
gazing.6 It is to John’s Metalogicon (II. 10), where he describes his stud-
ies in France from 1136 to 1147, that we must turn to receive a detailed 
account of his later, and more intellectually challenging, education.7 
John names his teachers on the Mont Sainte-Geneviève, in the heart of 
Paris: Peter Abelard (1079–1142/43) for dialectic, Alberic, ‘the best of the 
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other dialecticians’, and Robert of Melun (c.1100–1167) also for dialectic.8 
John then became a pupil of William of Conches (c.1090–after 1154) for 
grammar from 1138 to 1141, while simultaneously studying rhetoric with 
Thierry of Chartres (c.1100–c.1155) and the German Hardewin, who 
taught John the quadrivium. In 1141, John began to study theology with 
Gilbert of Poitiers, and from 1142 to 1144 he studied with Robert Pullen 
(d. c.1146).9 His final years of education were spent under the tutelage 
of Simon of Poissy, a theologian, whom John describes as ‘a faithful but 
dull teacher’.10 Other figures mentioned by John in connection with 
this period of learning include Peter Helias (c.1100–after 1166), Richard 
l’Évêque (d. 1181) and Adam du Petit Pont (1100×02?–1157×69?).11

The location of John’s education has provoked substantial debate. In 
the 1890s, Alexander Clerval, at one point superior of the choir school 
at Chartres, reinforced the narrative that John’s studies with William of 
Conches and Thierry took place at the cathedral school at Chartres.12 
This view was refuted by Richard W.  Southern in a paper delivered 
in 1965, in which he argued that the association of these scholars with 
Chartres had contributed to an inflated sense of the importance of the 
school in the development of medieval education, questioning not only 
whether John ever actually studied at Chartres, but also the existence of 
a specific genre of teaching unique to that cathedral school.13 Southern 
pointed out that John could equally have heard William’s teachings 
in Paris, though Peter Dronke has pointed out that there is insub-
stantial evidence to link Thierry, often called ‘Carnotensis’ but never 
‘Parisiensis’, with that city.14 The definitive resolution of whether or 
not John ever studied at Chartres seems intractable on the basis of the 
current state of evidence.15 Bearing that in mind, more recent studies 
that seek to look beyond the chronological and locative issues raised 
by the account in Metalogicon, Book II. 10, and to reconstruct, instead, 
what John actually learned during his period in France seem to be 
pursuing a more productive line of enquiry.16 Katharine Keats-Rohan, 
noting that John’s account of his education in the Metalogicon is at times 
highly critical, has pointed out that this passage can be read not simply 
as a biography, but also as a polemical ‘cautionary tale’ demonstrat-
ing the dangers of over-absorption in dialectic, which instead must be 
balanced with studies of all parts of the trivium (grammar, logic and 
dialectic, rhetoric) and quadrivium (arithmetic, astronomy, geometry, 
music).17 John’s account also emphasises the diversity of the teaching 
available in the schools of northern France, and highlights the fluid 
nature of education in this period; he spent time not only as a pupil, 
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but also as a teacher.18 There is little doubt from John’s narrative that 
he was exposed to the foremost educative trends in the twelfth century, 
from the neo-Platonic theories forwarded by Thierry of Chartres to the 
nominalism of Peter Abelard.

Under the recommendation of Bernard of Clairvaux (1090–1153), who 
described him as ‘a friend and a friend of my friends’, John joined the epis-
copal court of Theobald of Canterbury (d. 1161) in late 1147.19 Between 
1148 and 1162 he had a broad range of administrative duties in the episco-
pal court of Canterbury, which permitted him to travel repeatedly to Italy 
and France, as well as throughout England, as attested to in the prologue 
to Book III of the Metalogicon.20 Notable among these trips are his journey 
to Rheims in the spring of 1148 to attend the papal council, and a period 
at the papal court of Pope Adrian IV (1100–1159) in 1155–56 to obtain the 
grant of Ireland as a hereditary fee for Henry II (1133–89). During his 
time in Canterbury, John composed some 135 letters, which he wrote 
either under his own auspices or for his master, Archbishop Theobald.21 
It was in this milieu that John’s major works – the Metalogicon and the 
Policraticus – were completed by the late 1150s.

On 3 June 1162, Thomas Becket (1118–1170) succeeded Theobald as 
Archbishop of Canterbury. Tension with Henry II heightened throughout 
the early years of Thomas’s episcopate, and in November 1164 Thomas 
fled into exile.22 John was already in exile, having left in either late 1163 
or early 1164.23 John first went to Paris, and then to Rheims, where he 
lodged with his friend Peter, abbot of Celle (1115–1183).24 Although John 
did not join the Becket contingent he remained in constant contact with 
its members, and wrote many letters on their behalf.25 John’s period of 
exile seems to have been one of soul-searching, as evidence of increased 
reference to biblical and patristic texts in his letters suggests.26 During this 
period, under the encouragement of Peter of Celle, John wrote a continu-
ation of the Chronica of Sigebert of Gembloux (c.1030–1112), the Historia 
pontificalis.27 Unfortunately incomplete, covering only the period from 
the Council of Rheims in 1148 to around 1152, it provides not only valu-
able material about this period, but also an insight into John’s methods as 
a historian.28 In November 1170, John returned to Canterbury in advance 
of Becket’s arrival. He was present at the moment of Becket’s murder, 
although it seems that he fled from the scene, as evinced by the derivative 
account of it preserved in his Vita Thomae.29 After the murder John prob-
ably remained in Canterbury, where he assembled the collection of his 
letters and promoted the cult of Becket. In 1176, John was elevated to the 
see of Chartres, where, as noted, little evidence of his episcopal career has 
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been preserved. He died on 25 October 1180, bequeathing his books and 
belongings to the Cathédrale de Notre-Dame.30

The scholarly tradition

John of Salisbury has been extensively studied. The subject of three 
biographies, he has also come under consideration in analyses of political 
theory of the Middle Ages, in histories of educational development and 
for his role as a witness to many events in the 1150s and 1160s.31 Often, 
these studies have sought to situate John’s work within larger narratives, 
such as the history of twelfth-century scholasticism, the development of 
medieval Aristotelianism and the rise of medieval humanism. The pre-
sent study seeks to establish an alternative context within which to view 
John’s intellectual contributions, namely what I will term the ‘Roman 
Renaissance’ of the twelfth century. It offers a thorough contextualisation 
of John’s political thought, while, by extension, demonstrating the way in 
which Roman classical philosophy, particularly the works of Cicero and 
Seneca, shaped philosophical theorising in the Middle Ages. In so doing, 
it aims to demonstrate how John’s work epitomised many of the trends 
now seen as characteristic of the transformation of the twelfth-century 
educational environment. As an Englishman who travelled abroad to the 
schools of Paris, he was part of a cosmopolitan educational elite that par-
ticipated in cutting-edge theoretical debates led by some of the foremost 
teachers of the day. John was described by Charles Homer Haskins in 
his study The Renaissance of the Twelfth Century as ‘the best classical 
scholar of the age’.32 Of course, such a presentation is somewhat circular; 
we regard John as characteristic in part because so much of our received 
narrative about education in the twelfth century depends on what can be 
learned from his extensive surviving works. This has led, in the past, to 
an over-emphasis on John’s significance (and on the twelfth century more 
generally) in the context of the medieval classical revival. This study aims, 
instead, to show how John accessed, read and used his sources, with the 
goal of demonstrating ways in which he was exceptional, as well as ways 
in which he incorporated ideas familiar to his contemporaries. Even if 
John was – to paraphrase the words he ascribed to the teacher Bernard of 
Chartres – a dwarf standing on the shoulder of giants, the interesting ques-
tion is how he reached that position.33

This approach aims to redress the dismissal by Charles Howard 
McIlwain in the 1930s of John as a ‘systematiser rather than an innovator’, 
given to ‘rapid skimming’ of classical works without real engagement, 
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a historiographical position that has remained persistent in studies of 
John’s use of sources.34 In many respects, Hans Liebeschütz’s Mediaeval 
Humanism in the Life and Writings of John of Salisbury, an authoritative 
work published in 1950, exemplifies this stance.35 While Liebeschütz cor-
rectly identified the Roman origins of many of John’s theories, he based 
his conclusions on an image of John as a vapid scholar given to excerption 
and devious invention, while overestimating the range of texts at John’s 
disposal. Janet Martin, on the other hand, presented a more conservative 
impression of the breadth of John’s knowledge. Her unpublished thesis, 
‘John of Salisbury and the Classics’ (1968), assessed John’s access to clas-
sical sources, concluding that much of his material was obtained through 
compilations and extracts.36 One, no doubt unforeseen, contribution of 
her findings, however, was a lasting impression of John’s views as deriva-
tive or unoriginal in some fashion. In thinking about what is ‘original’ 
about John’s works, it is necessary to tread a middle ground between the 
implication that only ‘radical originality’ counts as a marker of value for 
a text and the relativist position that values ‘synthetic originality’, but in 
doing so, risks making all texts ‘original’.37 Nevertheless, it is undeniable 
that synthesis and borrowing can be regarded as cornerstones of John’s 
compositional methodology, and are at the root of how he treated classical 
and Christian sources. Hans Berman noted how John achieved such syn-
thesis in his writings ‘through the use of concepts which combined con-
tradictory norms by abstracting their common qualities’.38 By this reading 
paradox, not plagiarism, characterises John’s work, while such methods 
of synthesis and extraction can still be seen as innovative, if not ‘radically 
original’, in the context of the historical moment of production of his texts.

Scholarship on John since the early twentieth century has been marked 
by several phases of analysis. As noted, John’s career was first examined 
extensively as an exemplar of twelfth-century scholasticism. The great 
contribution of Clement C.  J.  Webb, editor of the Policraticus and the 
Metalogicon, was an impetus to this tradition, which is exemplified in the 
later work of Reginald L. Poole.39 Arguably, Liebeschütz’s study estab-
lished John at the forefront of medieval humanism, while in the second 
half of the twentieth century, studies of John received a new catalyst with 
the publication of the first volume of his letters (1955) and of the Historia 
pontificalis (1956), both of which prompted revisions of the chronology 
of John’s career. Martin’s contributions revised impressions of John’s 
sources, while the structure of the Policraticus was analysed in 1977 by 
Max Kerner.40 In 1979, the second volume of letters by John was pub-
lished, heralding the culmination of a new phase of Johnian scholarship. 
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Coinciding with the 800th anniversary of the death of John, a colloquium 
was held in 1980, which resulted in a volume (1984) containing a provoca-
tive and wide-ranging series of articles covering the scope of his learning 
and career.41 The outline of John’s later years was established in more 
detail through the work of Anne Duggan on the Becket correspondence.42 
Meanwhile new editions of John’s works were prepared: the Entheticus 
was edited by Jan van Laarhoven in 1987; the Metalogicon by J. Barrie Hall 
and Katharine Keats-Rohan in 1991; and the first half of the Policraticus 
by Keats-Rohan in 1993.

Throughout the 1980s and 1990s these studies have provided the basis 
for further analyses of John’s life and works. A significant figure in this 
‘new wave’ of research on John is Cary Nederman, who has produced 
substantial work on John’s Aristotelian debt, although his appraisal of 
John’s political contributions is, on occasion, at the expense of acknowl-
edging their strong ecclesiastical dimensions.43 In contrast to this are the 
unpublished PhD thesis and articles of John McLoughlin, which focus 
on John’s role in ecclesiastical circles, and a number of articles by Julie 
Barrau which illustrate the extent of John’s dependence on biblical and 
patristic sources.44 These studies can now be supplemented with the 
account given by Christophe Grellard of John’s scepticism, which focuses 
largely on theological aspects of his writings.45 The range of essays in 
A Companion to John of Salisbury (2015) shows the breadth of themes 
John’s works offer for scholarly analysis.46 However, it remains the case 
that accounts of his political thought have tended, by and large, to concen-
trate on the supposed highlights of John’s works: the theory of tyrannicide 
and the metaphor of the polity as a human body.47 A tradition of over-
emphasising Books IV–VI of the Policraticus would seem to stem from 
John Dickinson’s selection of these ‘political chapters’ of the Policraticus 
for his translated part-edition (1927), a limitation in scope also suffered 
by the latest part-translation of the Policraticus by Nederman (1990).48 
John Hosler’s recent study of John’s military knowledge has, by contrast, 
brought the less-studied books of the Policraticus to the fore, while David 
Bloch has given renewed attention to the Metalogicon.49 Following this 
momentum, this study seeks not only to examine the Policraticus as a 
whole, but also to look at it in the context of John’s other works, notably 
the Metalogicon and Entheticus, texts alongside which it circulated in 
the earliest manuscripts. Such an approach will lead to a more nuanced 
account of John’s political theory and use of classical sources.
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The case for a ‘Roman Renaissance’

The application of the term ‘Renaissance’ to the twelfth century is a 
contested one. However, like other so-called renaissances of the medi-
eval and early modern period, it has as one of its dominant features a 
resurgence of interest in classical texts. Much attention has focused on 
the influence of Plato and Aristotle, despite the limited availability of 
their texts at this juncture. Plato’s Timaeus, which circulated in partial 
form with the commentary by Calcidius (fl. 321), was a very popular text 
in the twelfth century, with thirty-three extant manuscripts dating from 
the second half of the 1100s.50 In all, there are over 150 extant medieval 
manuscripts of Timaeus, either in the Calcidian translation or in the trans-
lation by Cicero.51 Twelfth-century interest in the text is also clear from 
the number of commentaries on it, notably those of Bernard of Chartres 
and William of Conches.52 While the continuity of the Platonic tradition 
is assured through its absorption into other classical and patristic sources, 
particularly through its neo-Platonic manifestations, the paucity of texts 
available rendered Plato’s views opaque, at times, to the medieval scholar. 
Meanwhile, the logical works of Aristotle were slowly becoming part of 
the medieval curriculum in the twelfth century, with John one of the prin-
cipal witnesses to their reception. At the start of the twelfth century only 
Categoriae and De interpretatione were known in Latin, through the trans-
lations of Boethius (forming, along with Porphyry’s Isagoge, the so-called 
logica vetus). From about 1120 onwards, the rest of Aristotle’s logical works 
became known, although full translations of his ethical and political works 
(most notably of the Eudemian Ethics, Nichomachean Ethics and Politics) 
would not be made until the thirteenth century. John’s access to the logica 
vetus and to the logica nova – the Analytica Priora, Topica and Sophistici 
Elenchi in rediscovered translations by Boethius, and the translation from 
Greek of the Analytica posteriora by James of Venice – has been much 
studied.53 The Metalogicon can be read, thus, as an exposé of Aristotelian 
logic, with the second book introducing the value of Aristotle’s logic, the 
third book summarising the Topics and the fourth containing a summary of 
the Prior and Posterior Analytics.54 John refers to Aristotle as ‘the philoso-
pher’, although Bloch has recently questioned the degree of John’s famili-
arity with the available Aristotelian corpus.55 While John was indisputably 
an ‘early adopter’ of Aristotelian ideas, their influence on John’s work has 
frequently been overstated, and this has led to the under-appreciation of 
other, more accessible, streams of influence.56

To turn to the Roman inheritance, one of the philosophical streams 
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most easily accessed in the twelfth century was Stoicism, an inherently 
varied political discourse frequently mingled with other philosophies. 
Roman philosophers of the late Empire and early Republic reworked 
Greek sources and ideas, as demonstrated by Cicero’s De officiis, a revi-
sion of the treatise On Duty by the Greek Stoic Panaetius.57 Cicero, an 
eclectic thinker, identified himself as a sceptic – denying the plausibility 
of absolute knowledge in favour of what was most probable – but despite 
this difference of opinion, he remained an important conduit for Stoic 
ideas for later readers. A purer Stoicism was found in the writings of 
Seneca, also popular in the medieval period.58 While John’s use of Roman 
sources has long been recognised as one of the dominant features of his 
works, the specifics of how they served to shape his philosophical and 
political position has not yet been determined. No complete synthesis of 
his utilisation of Roman Stoic texts has yet been undertaken, and many of 
the studies have thus far focused mainly on John’s use of Cicero.59 The 
specifics of John’s access to the writings of Cicero and Seneca, and other 
classical works, will be discussed in Chapter 1. In part, one purpose of this 
investigation is to probe the answer given by Sten Ebbesen to the ques-
tion: ‘Where were the Stoics in the Middle Ages?’ – to which Ebbesen 
answered, ‘everywhere and nowhere’.60

This theme was elaborated in Alisdair MacIntyre’s After Virtue: A Study 
in Moral Theory, where Stoicism is regarded as ‘one of the permanent 
moral possibilities within the cultures of the West’. In that text, MacIntyre 
characterised the confrontation between Becket and Henry II as a conflict 
of authoritative roles, secular and divine, but he also recognised that the 
protagonists shared a common ‘narrative structure’, a ‘shared framework 
of detailed agreement on human and divine justice’, that is, an under-
standing of what constitutes the common good.61 Thus, an intellectual 
consensus existed between these political actors on the need for common 
interests to take precedence over those of the individual; by this reading, 
society is an arena for maximising the good of the community, not for 
achieving individual ambitions. This agreement on the common good was 
partially shaped by a set of shared Christian values, which emphasised 
one’s obligations towards others within the community of the Church. 
It was also, however, shaped by an antique tradition of discourse on the 
appropriate content of the law for social groupings, found in the writings 
of Plato, Aristotle and other classical thinkers, as well as in the biblical 
book of Deuteronomy. In this present study, it is argued that a normative 
ideal of community similarly underpins John of Salisbury’s writings. In 
this respect, the Policraticus marks an important milestone in the develop-
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ment of medieval communitarian thought. Cary Nederman has also iden-
tified communitarian traits in John’s writings, deriving his argument from 
the mutuality of relationships within the organic model of the body politic, 
memorably presented by John in Book V of the Policraticus.62

This study, however, will show how the organic model went above and 
beyond Nederman’s claims on its part, with particular reference to how 
John developed a sophisticated theory of political duties, emphasising sol-
idarity and moral obligation within the community. Chapter 2 discusses 
two philosophical aspects of John’s political theory: his understanding 
of nature and of reason. It will demonstrate how ‘following nature’ was 
linked with correct exercise of reason and regarded as the foundation of 
political sociability. Chapter 3 illustrates how following nature necessar-
ily involves exercising political duties that are limited and extended by a 
rational understanding of personal and social bonds, a view that is intellec-
tually shaped by both the Christian and Roman traditions, notably by the 
simultaneous presence of Christian ideas of caritas and the Stoic theory 
of oikeiôsis (the extension of a sense of duty from the self to those who are 
akin to the self) in John’s writings. Chapter 4 takes a deeper look at the 
application of this perspective to the organic model of the body politic, 
demonstrating how the body model does not simply serve to show how 
the parts of the organic whole work together, but also provides an entirely 
original way of representing political responsibilities, distinct from the 
works of John’s contemporaries and with important implications for his 
understanding of rulership.

In the final two chapters, the focus turns to the implications that John’s 
ethical perspective had for political behaviour. Chapter 5 examines what 
moderation consists of according to John, and how it influences virtuous 
behaviour. John adopts a Ciceronian interpretation of what constitutes the 
‘mean’, and his insistence on an internal mental orientation towards virtu-
ous behaviour is influenced by Stoic ethics. John applies his recommenda-
tions to the ruler, but also to other members of the polity, as demonstrated 
through a series of case studies on the practice of the individual virtues. 
Chapter 6 turns to the head of the body politic, the prince. A number of 
case studies (King Stephen, Frederick Barbarossa and Thomas Becket) 
show how John’s perspective on contemporary society was influenced by 
his theoretical position regarding right rulership. A good ruler cannot rule 
without the support of a well-ordered polity, but a well-ordered polity can 
come about only through the actions of a good ruler.
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Methodology

At the heart of this study is an interpretation of what is ‘political’ about 
John’s works. As Quentin Skinner memorably noted, the historian must 
avoid construing the ‘political’ as the projection of whatever we now 
regard as to be the proper level of rational discourse on politics.63 John 
Pocock, in turn, recognised that the historian faces a challenge in iden-
tifying the presence of political language; anachronism endangers the 
capacity of the reader to determine reliably the political content of a text.64 
One solution is to adopt a contextualist approach, as advised by Skinner, 
who advocates examining what the subject ‘was doing’ when the text was 
composed. By this reading, political language, in addition to being circum-
scribed terminologically through its reference to unambiguously political 
entities (such as the res publica, senatus, princeps and rex), also defines 
itself in terms of context: political language discusses ‘the political’, what-
ever that is determined to be at the point of composition.65 Furthermore, 
if we consider the text to be an ‘authoritative artefact’, whose authority 
determines the manner in which it is read, then the language in which 
it is written carries certain implications that determine the modes of its 
usage.66 This approach to the history of political thought, which requires 
the investigation of political ideas as situated in the historical context 
that produced them, has come to be known as the ‘Cambridge School’ 
method, and has dominated the field since the 1960s. It marks a departure 
from the idealist approach that looked at political ideas abstracted from 
their context – thus neutralised of their historical content – and the norma-
tive approach that sought to find in the history of political thought lessons 
which could usefully be applied to a contemporary present. Adopting the 
‘Cambridge School’ method requires, instead, that three categories of 
information are to be investigated when searching for the political content 
of a text. First, we need to isolate the normative propositions it delineates 
for political conduct. Secondly, we must examine the description it gives 
of the political world contemporary to its composition. Finally, we must 
look at the immediate context in which the text was written, including the 
sources used.

Informed by this method, the present study seeks, in part, to determine 
what constitutes ‘the political’ in the twelfth century, using the oeuvre of 
John of Salisbury as a case study. As an extension, it seeks to demonstrate 
the way in which works of Roman philosophy had a profound effect on 
shaping the way in which social and political life was viewed in this period. 
However, such a task also provokes a variety of theoretical questions 
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concerning how transmission and influence are valued and determined. 
Explicit approval of sources alone cannot suffice; this denies the influence 
of explicit disapproval, as well as the significance of allusion, quotation 
and veiled reference.67 Skinner suggests three conditions which serve to 
confirm direct influence of one thinker on another: that genuine similar-
ity between the doctrines of A and B can be determined, that B could not 
have found the relevant doctrine in any other writer apart from A and 
that the probability of the similarity being random is low.68 These criteria 
may also be used as a standard against which indirect transmission can be 
judged. However, it can also be suggested that much transmission of clas-
sical ideas in the medieval period occurred through unconscious chan-
nels. Stoic thought, for example, was gradually absorbed and assimilated 
into early Christian texts. By this process the ‘authoritative’ influence of 
classical texts is compromised and counter-balanced by the ‘authority’ of 
the patristic corpus in the Middle Ages. The question of what constitutes 
‘influence’ in this period will be investigated in more depth in Chapter 1.

Finding ‘the political’ in John’s work

From the mid-1150s on, John wrote a series of works with significant 
applications for the understanding of medieval society.69 Emanating from 
the context of the episcopal court at Canterbury, they deal with the full 
spectrum of political life, clerical and secular. First among these is a long 
poem, Entheticus de dogmate philosophorum.70 Finished during Thomas 
Becket’s chancellorship (1154–62), it may date in earlier drafts from 
John’s time as a student.71 A shorter version of this poem, Entheticus in 
Policraticum, was appended to John’s principal works, the Policraticus 
and the Metalogicon, which were completed in 1159. The former, dedi-
cated to Thomas Becket, is subtitled ‘De nugis curialium et vestigiis 
philosophorum libri’ – ‘On the Trifles of Courtiers and the Footsteps of 
Philosophers’ – and is a polemical work on the nature of rulership and 
society. The latter, primarily an educational treatise, is a descriptive work 
exploring the arts of the trivium in the light of the Aristotelian logical 
revival. It was originally intended to be read alongside the Policraticus, as 
is clear from the earliest manuscripts where the two texts (and Entheticus 
in Policraticum) appear together. This suggests that John regarded the 
two texts as companions, each informing the reader on a different aspect 
of life.72 Meanwhile, John’s extensive letter collection covers a period from 
his time at the episcopal court in Canterbury, stretching into his exile in 
France during the Becket conflict and concluding with a brief series of 
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letters pertaining to his later life. These letters offer a valuable counterpart 
to the formal works, demonstrating John’s views on significant political 
and social events.73

The Policraticus has often been situated within the ‘mirror for princes’ 
genre, although, as Julie Barrau noted, this intention was secondary in 
John’s mind; the book is formally addressed to Thomas Becket, and a 
theory of monarchy was not at its core. Barrau referred to a set of marginal 
annotations in Cambridge, Corpus Christi College, MS 46 (hereafter 
CCC 46), the manuscript traditionally regarded (on the basis of its ex 
libris) as Thomas Becket’s own copy of the Policraticus, to illustrate her 
point. These annotations, which Barrau terms ‘un guide de lecture’, seem 
to have been added at the time of the redaction of the text but do not, by 
and large, provide a commentary on the main sections where rulership 
was discussed in the Policraticus. Instead, as Barrau notes, they are scat-
tered throughout the manuscript, dealing with public affairs, the nature 
of making just decisions and the practice of moderation, and highlight-
ing various classical and biblical exempla.74 While the thrust of Barrau’s 
assertion – that Becket, not Henry, is the intended principal (and first) 
audience of the Policraticus – is persuasive, these marginal additions to 
the text deserve re-examination, as they illustrate how the Policraticus was 
intended to be read by its earliest audiences, and, by extension, what the 
vocabulary of the ‘political’ was in this period.

CCC 46, the base-text of Webb’s 1909 edition, has held traditional 
primacy among manuscripts of the Policraticus, by reason of its asso-
ciation with Becket and its Canterbury provenance. This primacy was 
questioned by Keats-Rohan, who rejected CCC 46 as the base-text of her 
part-edition, on the grounds that, when compared with other key manu-
scripts, it never presented a unique reading of the text in any instance. 
However, as Guglielmetti has demonstrated, CCC 46 is the source of two 
other early copies of the text: London, British Library (hereafter BL), 
Royal MS 13 D IV and Oxford, Bodleian Library (Bodl.), MS Lat. misc. 
c. 16, thereby explaining such textual similitude.75 Guglielmetti has fur-
ther determined that corrections in BL Royal MS 13 D IV indicate likely 
collation with what she terms the ‘French family’ of manuscripts, notably 
Soissons, Bibliothèque municipale, MS 24. The latter manuscript has 
recently been re-dated by Patricia Stirnemann to England, c.1160.76 On 
palaeographical and decorative grounds, Stirnemann’s analysis seems 
sound.77 Furthermore, Stirnemann has proposed that this manuscript 
may be identified with John’s own copy of the Policraticus, left upon his 
death to Chartres Cathedral, even suggesting that John’s hand can be 
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identified with that of the ex libris on fo. 1r, a hand that provides some 
careful corrections throughout the manuscript.

Regardless of the weight of evidence attributing ownership to Becket in 
the case of CCC 46, or to John in the case of Soissons MS 24, these manu-
scripts, along with BL Royal MS 13 D IV and Oxford, Bodl. Library, MS 
Lat. misc. c. 16, represent the earliest surviving exemplars of the English 
copying tradition of the Policraticus. The production context of BL 
Royal MS 13 D IV can also be closely linked to John’s circle. Copied at St 
Albans, it is, according to Rodney Thomson, one of the earliest surviving 
books made during the abbacy of Simon (1167–83).78 Thomson suggests 
that Simon and John were actually acquainted, noting that at a point 
between 1171 and 1173 Abbot Simon is listed as a witness to a settlement 
between Oseney and Eynsham along with ‘Master John of Salisbury’ and 
Nicholas, prior of Wallingford. Furthermore, in 1174, John would act as a 
papal judge-delegate in a dispute between the abbey of St Albans and the 
monks of Durham over the status of Tynemouth priory. Thomson goes so 
far as to suggest that the addition of Entheticus maior to BL Royal MS 13 
D IV (the earliest witness to that text) and some textual revisions through-
out the manuscript may demonstrate continued contact between John and 
Simon, and perhaps personal intervention by John in the make-up of the 
manuscript. Thomson observes that the aforementioned Nicholas, prior 
of Wallingford, who was prior of Malmesbury (1183–87) and a monk of 
St Albans, was an acquaintance of Peter of Celle.79 Although Thomson 
points out that this relationship is indicative of contact between St Albans 
and ‘the world of continental reformed monasticism’, he does not make 
explicit the fact that Peter may have been a potential conduit between 
Nicholas and John. Malmesbury’s own copy of the Policraticus, now 
Oxford, Bodleian Library, MS Barlow 6, was copied during the abbacy 
of Robert (1187–1205) and was the source for a further copy made at 
Cirencester in the 1180s, now Oxford, Bodleian Library, MS Barlow 
48. Bodl. MS Lat. misc. c. 16 also comes from a monastic context, and 
is recorded as having been donated to Battle Abbey by Abbot Richard 
(1215–35). As it dates from the last quarter of the twelfth century, however, 
Guglielmetti posits that this was actually the copy given to Odo, a monk 
of Canterbury, who was prior of Battle from 1175 to 1200, a speculation 
given strength by the fact that Odo is named in Entheticus in Policraticum 
as one of the recipients of the ‘best wishes’ of his ‘little book’, that is, the 
Policraticus.80

While Barrau’s analysis was confined to CCC 46, the copy associ-
ated with Thomas Becket, it is intriguing to note that the other early 
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manuscripts mentioned here also contain a comparable set of marginal 
annotations. In Book 1, for example, the annotations which refer to clas-
sical figures and authors, like Ulysses, Virgil, Horace and Ovid, among 
others, are found alongside identical passages of text in the four manu-
scripts. Barrau drew specific attention to a series of annotations in the 
margins of CCC 46, fo. 92r–v (alongside the account of the successive 
kings of England, Book VI.  18), suggesting that these may have been 
added to the manuscript to draw Henry II’s attention to this part of the 
text, pleasing him by highlighting his rightful dynastic succession.81 An 
alternative interpretation of this set of annotations can now be posited 
following comparison of the four manuscripts in question, where this 
section is one of the most consistently glossed. The annotations, in fact, 
follow a broader narrative arc, commencing in Book VI.  14, following 
John’s detailed discussion of the responsibilities and duties of soldiers. A 
notation symbol in the form of a chi-rho marks the textual bridge, where 
John points out that a ruler is useless if he does not maintain discipline and 
train his soldiers, with the chapter concerned with how Roman leaders 
led their armies. 82 The annotations then draw attention to the reference 
to Nero in this chapter, adding in the margin ‘De nerone’, to stress how he 
corrupted Rome through his indulgence, while Julius Caesar is similarly 
emphasised in Book VI. 15 (‘De Iulio cesare’) as a contrasting example of 
powerful leadership.83 The annotations then proceed to refer to leader-
ship in the contemporary period and to Britain, through the addition of 
a marginal note alongside Book VI.  16 reading ‘De coaetaneis nostris’, 
before the addition of ‘De Brenno’ (in two manuscripts) alongside the 
account of Brennus, leader of the Senones, who John believed to have 
originated from England (Book VI.  17).84 Book VI.  18 is a comparative 
study of discipline and rulership in England; the annotations to Book 
VI.  18 refer in succession to Cnut, William Rufus, Henry I, Henry II, 
Stephen and Stephen’s son Eustace.85 Reading the annotations in Book 
VI. 18 in conjunction with those that precede them broadens the scope of 
their applicability beyond seeking favour with the king. Instead, the anno-
tations bring together a number of examples of good and bad rulership, 
setting the contemporary history of England within a wider frame of refer-
ence stretching back to ancient Rome, while reinforcing a general message 
regarding discipline in leadership.

Furthermore, the presence of these annotations in multiple manu-
scripts elevates their status beyond a guide de lecture, confined to one man-
uscript and intended for one reader, to that of a paratextual apparatus that 
circulated alongside the text, was copied from manuscript to manuscript 
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and was seemingly regarded as integral to its understanding. Analysis 
of the precise relationships of the annotations in the manuscripts, and 
what they can tell us about the transmission and collation of copies of the 
Policraticus, lies beyond the scope of this book.86 However, it is clear that 
they were conscientiously replicated in manuscripts of the text, as most 
clearly demonstrated by one of the later manuscripts, Bodl., MS Barlow 
48, which rubricates the annotations and encloses them in penwork bor-
ders, according them a visual status akin to that of its chapter headings.87 
As noted earlier, to understand what is ‘political’ about a text we must look 
at the context within which it was written and read. Annotations of this 
type provide an insight into the contemporary reception of the text. For 
example, the annotations alongside Book VI. 14–18, which highlight the 
necessity of discipline in leadership, point to a subject that was of interest 
to Becket and Henry II alike, but was also relevant to all. Georges Duby 
suggested that the Policraticus can be read as a ‘speculum curiae’ intended 
for study by the whole court.88 This approaches the truth; the Policraticus 
was not intended as simply a ‘mirror for princes’, but rather is a mirror for 
the whole polity. The following chapters will investigate the political les-
sons which John hoped to impart.
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The Roman inheritance

In his seminal study, The Gothic Idol: Ideology and Image-Making in 
Medieval Art, Michael Camille identified two ways in which the pagan 

content of classical material forms was ‘neutralised’ in the Middle Ages. 
The first was through an appreciation of the material legacy of the antique 
in a purely ‘aesthetic’ manner, reducing its representational significance. 
The second involved an ‘allegorical reclassification’ of the purpose of 
an object, so that sites of temples became sites of Christian worship, 
and antique gems retained a high-status function by being incorporated 
into bishops’ rings.1 This chapter investigates, in part, the relevance of 
Camille’s modes of neutralisation for John of Salisbury’s attitudes towards 
antiquity, particularly with regard to the apparent paradox between 
John’s interest in the classics as a mode of authority and his relative lack of 
interest in the material culture of the classical age. In line with the method-
ological approach favoured by Skinner and Pocock, which was outlined in 
the Introduction, this chapter will also consider what John ‘was doing’ at 
the points of composition of his texts, notably the clues found in his own 
writings regarding his visits to Rome and the evidence we can glean from 
them regarding the sources to which he had access. It will conclude by 
summarising the classical sources available to John, and examine where 
he would have accessed them, and in what form.

John’s visits to Rome

A cleric affiliated to the episcopal court of Theobald of Canterbury and 
a scholar, John is a prime example of the cosmopolitan traveller of the 
twelfth century. He provided an account of his travels in the prologue 
to the third book of the Metalogicon: ‘Leaving England, I have crossed 
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the Alps ten times, journeyed through Apulia twice, often negotiated the 
affairs of my superiors and friends at the Roman Church, and as vari-
ous cases emerged, travelled many times through not only England, but 
also Gaul.’2 That said, it is difficult to be precise about the number of 
times John had visited Rome by 1159, the likely date of completion of the 
Metalogicon. When John mentions Rome in his writings he sometimes 
uses the place name as symbolic shorthand for meetings of the papal 
curia – at Benevento or Ferentino, for example.3 Thus, John’s occasional 
mentions of his business at the curia in his letters and works by no means 
constitute a precise account of his purpose or time in Rome. In addition, 
there is a persistent confusion in scholarship about whether his ten jour-
neys across the Alps constituted ten individual trips or five there-and-back 
trips. In their introduction to A Companion to John of Salisbury, Grellard 
and Lachaud prefer the first interpretation, suggesting that from 1149 to 
1159 John would have travelled to Italy ‘on average once a year’.4 Given 
Christopher Brooke’s reasoned speculation that John was resident with 
the curia (in Italy) for most of the period from 1150 to 1153, combined with 
the evidence about his career that can be drawn from the Historia pon-
tificalis, Lachaud and Grellard seem unduly optimistic about the number 
of times John could have travelled in subsequent years.5 Reginald Poole 
preferred the second interpretation, that is, that John’s ten journeys across 
the Alps were five independent return journeys, although as Brooke has 
noted, Poole’s datings of these supposed trips do not concur with the evi-
dence.6 Brooke refers to ‘four crossings’ made in about 1149, in early 1154 
and in 1155 and 1156, and conjectures that John may have been travelling 
in 1153 or in 1158–59, but concludes that ‘we can only be certain of four 
out of the ten’, implying that he too is referring to ten independent trips.7 
That John is referring to five back-and-forth crossings of the Alps seems to 
coincide more clearly with the available evidence. Either way, as Brooke 
has established, it is clear that on at least two of those visits John was defi-
nitely in Rome: between November 1149 and February 1150, during the 
visit of Henry of Blois, Bishop of Winchester, and in December 1153 when 
Anastasius IV granted a privilege to the abbey of Celle, an occasion on 
which it is likely that John acted as Peter of Celle’s representative.

Antiquity as example

What did John think of Rome? At the opening of the Policraticus, John 
alludes briefly to the city’s triumphal arches, noting that they ‘benefit the 
glory of illustrious men because the writing upon them teaches for what 
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cause and for whom they have been inscribed’, and commenting that 
the inscription is the key to understanding the significance of the Arch 
of Constantine; it identifies the emperor as ‘liberator of his country and 
promoter of peace’.8 Herbert Bloch regarded this reference to the Arch as 
exemplifying ‘an unusual awareness of the monuments of ancient Rome’.9 
Michael Camille, on the other hand, saw it as an example of how classical 
material forms were neutralised for a medieval audience: ‘only a scholar 
brought up in a tradition of monastic scriptural record and the logocentric 
culture of the cloister would make the arch of Constantine an aesthetic 
object as a text rather than an image of power’.10 It is likely that John saw 
the Arch on one of his trips to Rome, but a mention alone does not satisfy 
Bloch’s statement that John was showing here ‘an unusual awareness’ 
of the value of antiquity. On the other hand, John’s words do not fully 
support Camille’s claim that he rejected the ‘representational language’ 
of the monument by focusing only on its ‘narrowly verbal communica-
tion’.11 What it demonstrates, however, is that John viewed the residual 
heritage of ancient Rome instrumentally, seeking whatever moral lessons 
it could offer. In the context of the opening passages of the Policraticus, 
the message the Arch conveys is that a good ruler must rule by promoting 
peace. The Arch preserves Constantine’s memory in the same fashion as 
Scripture preserves the lives of the apostles and prophets – as exempla 
worthy of emulation.

In Policraticus, Book II. 15, John also uses the remnants of antiquity 
as a source for a moral message. He describes a statue that was built by 
the city fathers to honour the majesty of Rome. The sculptor assured his 
patrons that the statue, a figure of a woman holding a globe in her right 
hand, would not collapse until a virgin gave birth. Upon the birth of 
Christ, however, the statue fell. The lesson to the reader is that ‘the king-
dom of man contracts as the kingdom of the divine expands’.12 Two paral-
lels to this account are found in Master Gregory’s Narracio de mirabilis 
urbis Romae, a text composed in the late twelfth or early thirteenth cen-
tury which describes the monuments of Rome’s pagan past.13 In one tale 
Gregory refers to a flame that was kept perpetually burning in a great hall. 
When asked if it would ever go out, the artificer responded that it would 
be extinguished only when a virgin gave birth. According to Gregory, on 
the day Christ was born the flame went out and the hall in which it was 
lit collapsed.14 At another point, Gregory describes the destruction of 
the statue of the Colossus, which he claims was burned by Pope Gregory 
I.  Master Gregory ends his account of this legend by noting that ‘The 
head, and the right hand holding the sphere, did however survive the 
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fire, and these make a wonderful sight for onlookers, elevated on two 
marble columns in front of the papal palace.’15 John’s story seems to be a 
conflation of the two narratives later presented by Gregory, adding to the 
likelihood that he was reporting a tale in common circulation. Given that 
both John and Gregory recount how the statue held a sphere in its right 
hand, it is probable that they were referring to the same bronze, displayed 
at that point outside the Lateran – a location with which John was likely to 
have been familiar.16 Once again, the symbolism of John’s account is strik-
ing; far from demonstrating an aesthetic appreciation of the antique, it is 
instead a tale of the moral triumph of Christianity over paganism. We must 
conclude that John perceived the remnants of ancient Rome – the Arch of 
Constantine and the statues outside the papal palace – without a sense of 
historical distance. His anachronistic tendency to reshape the lessons  
of the past to serve the needs of a medieval present is also apparent in his 
treatment of classical texts, as will be shown later in this chapter.

In Master Gregory’s account, Gregory the Great is responsible for 
the fiery destruction of the Colossus. Pope Gregory I is also associated 
with the eradication of the pagan past of ancient Rome in John’s writings, 
where he is linked to the destruction of classical books and notably of the 
Palatine Library, the public library founded by Octavian in 28 BC in the 
temple of Apollo.17 John offers two accounts of the burning of the Palatine 
Library, and in so doing propagates a myth that would persist through-
out the Middle Ages.18 In the first account, John describes how Gregory 
proscribed the use of astrology in the court, but also burned books that 
claimed to offer insights into planetary movements and heavenly secrets.19 
In the second account John notes that some believe that the library was 
destroyed when the Capitol was struck by lightning – divine retribution 
for the sins of the reign of Commodus – but ultimately claims, rather 
prosaically, that Gregory burned its contents so as to make more room 
for works of Scripture and to encourage their study.20 In an instance of 
historical elision, John comments that ‘the two stories are not incompat-
ible, however, since they might have happened at different times’.21 John 
ascribes different motivations to Gregory in each account. In the first, 
Gregory is engaged in an explicit act of condemnation – an act that neatly 
coincides with the broader theme of this section of the Policraticus, that is, 
the rejection of astrology and other methods of prognostication, so-called 
sciences which surpass the boundaries of what we should know. In the 
second, Gregory is championing Scripture over pagan texts. In neither 
instance is the act regarded as regrettable, nor the destruction of the books 
considered in any way a loss. It is odd that Gregory is associated in these 
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narratives with destruction, given that in one of his letters composed 
about 600 to Serenus, Bishop of Marseilles, Gregory says that pagan 
images should not be destroyed as their representations could be useful 
for teaching Christian faith to the gentiles.22 It is likely that John was draw-
ing on a common topos; Benedict of St Peter’s, author of the Mirabilia 
urbis Romae composed in the 1140s, associated Pope Sylvester with the 
destruction of Roman temples, showing that a link was consistently drawn 
between the papacy and the decaying monuments of pagan Rome.23

While the stories of the destruction of the Palatine Library serve an 
argumentative function for John in the context of the broader themes of 
the Policraticus, they also serve to reinforce his view that the authority of 
antiquity must rest in the value of its message, not in its antiquity per se. In 
the prologue to the third book of the Metalogicon, John comments that ‘old 
opinions are accepted, because they are old, while the far more probable 
and faithful opinions of our contemporaries are rejected because they are 
of our time’.24 Antiquity alone does not confer an inherent value on a text. 
The authority of ancient writers rests in their words, but the careful reader 
will know how to select ‘only what is edifying to faith and morals’.25 As 
John recounts in the prologue to the fifth book of the Policraticus, ‘Virgil 
was permitted to acquire the gold of wisdom from the clay of Ennius’; 
therefore it is also permissible for the careful reader of pagan texts to take 
Seneca’s advice to Lucilius and ‘imitate bees’ by practising discrimina-
tion.26 Reading from multiple sources is described as a transformative act: 
in the same fashion as honey is improved by the gathering of nectar from 
multiple flowers, so too the combination of intellectual ‘flavours’ can be 
regarded as a positive.27 As we shall see, this does not imply that sources 
are simply quarried for applicable material, but that they should be read 
with careful attention, as ‘it is certain that the faithful and prudent reader 
who spends time lovingly over his books always rejects vice and comes 
close to life in all things’.28

Medieval interpretations of classical schools of thought

In evaluating the landscape of the medieval reception of the classics, we 
must resist the temptation to create anachronistic distinctions between 
individual schools of thought, distinctions that may not have existed in 
practice in the mind of the medieval scholar. We must consider not only 
what we regard as the tenets of Stoicism now, but what Stoicism was 
thought to consist of in the Middle Ages. What did it mean to be a Stoic, 
or an Aristotelian, or a neo-Platonist for that matter, in this period? John’s 
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poetic work Entheticus offers a discussion of the principal philosophical 
schools of the period and merits a closer examination prior to looking at 
the classical texts to which he would have had access. Near the opening 
of the poem John presents a scathing account of scholars of the time who 
‘read little to learn much’, who praise Aristotle while scorning Cicero 
and rely on reputation rather than learning.29 After praising the primacy 
of Scripture, ‘pagina sacra’, a lengthy section (of over 800 lines of verse) 
describes the different philosophical schools in turn, all of whom are sub-
ordinate to the claims of Scripture, as ‘Philosophy has given the citadel of 
her sacred empire [to her].’30

John starts with the Stoics, noting in particular their reluctance to fear 
death, a ‘meditatio mortis’ that must be conducted with moderation so as 
to avoid despair: ‘the constant meditation of death benefits the good man, 
through it the fool who fears without moderation perishes’.31 He describes 
the Stoic attitude towards fate, a mechanistic understanding of how the 
causes of all that occurs in the world are interrelated, which he criticises 
by demonstrating the futility of soothsaying (a view consistent with similar 
expressions in Book II of the Policraticus).32 John then refers to one of the 
paradoxes of the Stoic position: if all things are determined, what, then, is 
the place of free will? The Stoics did not believe, according to John, that 
fate necessarily implied ‘forced obedience’ but rather argued that man 
maintained responsibility for his actions.33 He notes that ‘rewards are 
due to no one for his merits, all crimes are devolved on the author of the 
fate itself’, thereby ceding to the claim that we maintain some form of free 
will in the face of determinism.34 John concludes his survey by referring 
to the paradoxical Stoic theory of the equality of vice: ‘The Stoic makes 
guilts equal and balances them by the same punishment, but Scripture 
does otherwise.’35 Proportionate punishment for sins is a better solution, 
in John’s mind, than that offered by the Stoic. In spite of these criticisms, 
John recognised the proximity between some of Stoic teachings and 
Christianity: ‘He [the Stoic] agrees, then, in many matters with the law … 
Faith accepts his dogma unless manifest law rejects it or a stronger reason 
can condemn it.’36

After rejecting the lustful doctrine of Epicureanism, John turns to the 
Peripatetic school.37 He discusses its belief that all things have potential-
ity, a potential that is actualised in causation: ‘Reason precedes the birth of 
all things whatever, and once they are born the same reason carries them 
forward and moves them.’38 Aristotle, according to John, believed ‘that 
the supreme good is to know the causes of things’.39 John, in turn, relates 
the Peripatetic version of man’s rationality to that of God: ‘The reason of 
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man is an image of the supreme reason, it grasps truths inwardly under 
God’s teaching.’40 John then catalogues the views of Greek philosophers, 
Arcesilas, Zeno, Pythagoras, Socrates and Anaxagoras, before returning 
to the views of Aristotle, ‘magnus Aristotiles’, noting his expertise in phys-
ics, ethics and logic.41 Despite claiming that ‘if anyone is not of the opinion 
that Aristotle is to be considered as the first, he does not render the tribute 
worthy to his merits’, John points out a deficiency in Aristotle’s theory of 
free will, namely that ‘he believed that the sublunary things were operated 
by chance [casus] and the more remote things by the fates’, a view that 
limits ‘true freedom of will for created beings’.42 Aristotle’s rejection of 
determinism and emphasis on the role of chance suggests that our capac-
ity to assume full moral responsibility for our freely willed actions is not 
within our control. Finally, John turns to the Academics, who in placing 
emphasis on doubt note that ‘the usual course of events makes probable 
what you see always under a similar pattern’; the Academic sceptic will not 
assert that something is true in the absence of definitive evidence, but will 
agree that it is probable, if it is the likely thing to happen in a particular 
context.43 This lengthy section comparing the philosophical schools con-
cludes with an assessment of the work of Cicero and Seneca, who are, at 
least within the structural context of the poem, given the final word on the 
part of the philosophers.44 Again, free will and fate take centre stage, with 
John noting that one of Cicero’s principal concerns is ‘how free will may 
exist in harmony with fate, for if fate remains, free will perishes’, one of the 
principal threads of Cicero’s fragmentary De fato.45

John’s treatment of the various philosophical schools is united by the 
common theme of free will versus determinism. However, his answer to 
what is the appropriate understanding of free will is found prior to his 
exposition of the views of the schools, in the context of an earlier discus-
sion of grace.46 Here John states that ‘True free will requires the help of 
two things … namely that reason should rightly discern and that affec-
tion should be enamoured of that which pious rights approve.’47 Grace 
permits the reconciliation of divine foreknowledge with human free will, 
as (in seemingly Augustinian terms) we can do good (what reason should 
direct us towards) only with God’s help in the form of grace, which ‘frees 
free will’.48 Therefore the purpose of the comparison of the philosophical 
schools is to compare their views with an already forwarded proposition, 
and not necessarily to prefer one perspective over another. Further sup-
port for this position rests in the fact that John concludes the whole sec-
tion by saying: ‘But why do I enumerate pagans whom error has driven 
away? For all reason fails without faith.’49 Using this part of Entheticus 
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to demonstrate which of the philosophical schools was preferred by John 
misleads, therefore, as the object of John’s discussion in this context is 
the nature of free will, with the various schools marshalled as examples of 
differing opinions, all of which prove to be mistaken when compared with 
the Christian perspective. That said, this section enumerates the principal 
characters on the stage of John’s intellectual theatre: Cicero and Seneca, 
but also Aristotle, Plato, Epicurus and other minor Greek philosophers.

In fact, this discussion of interpretations of free will and fate ably 
demonstrates the variety of sources used by John, as well as a further dis-
tinctive feature of classical reception in the medieval period. John draws 
subtle distinctions between the philosophical schools, but the contrast 
between the individual schools is less sharp than that drawn between all 
of them and the Christian perspective. In seeing the philosophical schools 
as an ensemble to be treated in opposition to Christianity, John casts the 
philosophers as an ‘other’. Although he identifies key tenets of each of the 
schools (the probabilism of the Sceptics, the equality of vice in the minds 
of the Stoics and so on), the ideological overlap between the different 
schools means that clear points of distinction are difficult to identify.50 
Such perceived ideological overlap is not an exclusive feature of the 
medieval period; indeed, Cicero himself depended on a mélange of ideas 
drawn from Platonic, Aristotelian and Stoic thought. Therefore, it is chal-
lenging to think of medieval classical reception in clear categories and even 
anachronistic to try. As Stephen Rigby notes, ‘it is rather difficult to make 
a clear distinction between Ciceronian/Stoic and Aristotelian notions 
of virtue or – what is more important for our purposes here – between 
medieval conceptions of them’.51 We must, therefore, look for evidence of 
what medieval thinkers thought of as characteristic of these schools, while 
being aware that clear distinctions may be difficult to draw. This does not 
render the project of establishing lines of influence moot – far from it. It 
does suggest, however, that we must be circumspect in drawing distinc-
tions between schools of thought, and open to the legitimate fact that ideas 
are transmitted through many channels, often simultaneously.

Nevertheless, despite his criticisms of pagan philosophy, John does, at 
various points of his work, express allegiance to a particular philosophical 
school, namely the Academy, and to its doctrine of scepticism.52 By the 
time of the late Republic, the Academy, the school of which Cicero was a 
member, combined Platonic views with a new scepticism that permitted 
criticism of all philosophical doctrines. It was a philosophical position 
without positive doctrines, engaged in a continuous quest for knowledge 
and truth. Cicero’s teacher Philo (159/158–84/83 BC) was a known adher-
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ent of probabilism, determining that one should weigh up all sides of a 
position and provisionally accept that which seems most persuasive.53 
In a similar vein, John describes how he also favours the Academic 
perspective: permitting doubt, rather than defending that which is still 
uncertain.54 He specifically credits Cicero with holding this position, 
stating that the sage, whom he describes as the ‘author of Roman style’, 
turned to the school in his later life, as attested by De natura deorum.55  

Much of John’s knowledge of the tenets of the Academy was derived 
from Augustine’s Contra Academicos, although occasional insights into 
Cicero’s position are also found in De officiis.56

In Jean de Salisbury et la renaissance médiévale du scepticisme, 
Christophe Grellard advises that the sceptical position claimed by John 
should be taken at face value. Grellard regards the testing and question-
ing of premises as fundamental to John’s methodology, and identifies his 
scepticism as at its most explicit in two contexts: the prologues found 
throughout his works and his discussions of the history of philosophy.57 
The contribution of scepticism to John’s historical writing is also noted 
by Matthew Kempshall, who points out that it has a critical role in John’s 
assessment of the veracity of historical events and narratives. Indeed, as 
Kempshall clearly brings to the fore in his discussion of John’s application 
of probable opinion, it often leads John to augment his presentation of 
historical ‘truth’ with argumentation and testimony from others, a rhe-
torical technique intended to make a narrative plausible and convincing. 
Although his discussion is necessarily short, as Kempshall is looking at 
John within the broader comparative context of twelfth-century history 
writing, his intervention makes an important point: that John’s adoption 
of a sceptical position is in part due to his concern with appropriate rhe-
torical argumentation, a technique honed by his study of Cicero’s Topica 
and Boethius’s De topiciis differentiis. In this light, therefore, scepticism is 
one, albeit very important, aspect of a classically influenced rhetorical bat-
tery of arguments employed by John.58 This offers a necessary corrective 
to Grellard’s otherwise highly valuable survey of John’s use of Ciceronian 
scepticism, that is, that the implications of John’s employment of prob-
able logic must be seen against a background of classical and Ciceronian 
appropriation and must not be unduly emphasised by being studied in 
isolation.

As noted, the disciplinary boundaries between philosophical schools 
were diffuse in the Middle Ages, even for an author who defined himself 
as an Academic, like John. Furthermore, John’s use of probable logic 
must be examined in conjunction with his use of other philosophical  
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theories – including those emanating from Christian discourse – as partially 
reflected by Grellard in his labelling of John’s scepticism as ‘Christian 
scepticism’.59 Yet Grellard’s account is explicitly confined to the ‘non-
political’ parts of John’s work, a distinction that seems artificial, given the 
present necessity to examine John’s writings from a holistic perspective.60 
A broader position that sees John’s scepticism as one among several sig-
nificant philosophical borrowings from Cicero permits us to look at the 
implications of these borrowings within the wider context of inherited 
ideas from other Roman thinkers, such as Seneca. Taking this approach 
also permits us to look at classical reception in this period as necessarily 
hybrid, fused as it was with Christian thinking. No single medieval iteration 
of a philosophical doctrine can claim a true identity with its classical roots. 
Bearing this in mind, we must look to how classical ideas were accessed in 
this period and examine the sources available to John.

Where did John access the classics?

Writing in 1977, Janet Martin pointed out that, despite a series of sig-
nificant works on John of Salisbury, ‘studies of his knowledge of ancient 
literature as a rule have failed to take into account the precise nature of 
the exemplars he used’.61 In her study of the transmission of the writings 
of Frontinus and Gellius to John, and in other works, Martin provided 
a valuable reassessment of John’s knowledge of the classics, establish-
ing that he used intermediary sources, including excerpt collections and 
florilegia, alongside complete works.62 Martin’s study of John’s access to 
Frontinus’s Strategemata and to Aulus Gellius’s Noctes Atticae pointed to 
the significance of the library at Christ Church, Canterbury, as a resource 
for his classical learning; she notes, ‘typically he draws his classical cita-
tions not from venerable, authoritative continental manuscripts … but 
rather from recently copied books of English provenance’.63 We know 
that John did own some books in manuscript form, not least because he 
left a number of titles to the library of Chartres upon his death in 1180, 
which were recorded in the cathedral necrology.64 Alongside a collection 
of biblical and patristic works, the following classical works are recorded: 
Valerius Maximus’s Facta et dicta memorabilia, Vegetius’s De re militari, 
Eutropius’s Breviarium historiae Romanae, Seneca’s Naturales quaes-
tiones and Cicero’s De officiis and De oratore. The bequest of books, while 
it reflects perhaps the best part of John’s collection (and also included 
items such as his ‘bibliotheca integra’, a one-volume Bible, and a copy of 
Isidore’s Etymologiae – a text that could stretch to over 150 folios in manu-
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script form) – may not, however, have included all the books he owned. 
We are privy to other evidence of his accumulation of books from his 
letters. In the summer of 1165, for example, he debates whether to return 
from exile in a letter to Bartholomew of Exeter, writing, ‘If God opens the 
path of return to me, please write back whether I should come with my 
books and all my baggage. If so, I shall need more horses and many other 
things I lack as yet.’65 This passage suggests that John already possessed a 
number of books at this point. There are also rare references to his means 
of obtaining and copying books; around 1168, for example, he composed 
a letter to Azo, a monk of Canterbury, requesting ‘the Quintilian I asked 
for, written and corrected’.66 These fragments of evidence offer brief 
insights into John’s collection of books, but remain unreliable sources for 
reconstructing the titles to which he would have had access in the 1150s, 
when he was composing his major works. Possession of a book at the 
point of death does not necessarily imply its possession more than twenty-
five years earlier, particularly bearing in mind the privileged nature of 
private book ownership in this period.

We must, therefore, return to the other contexts within which John 
may have accessed his sources, notably twelfth-century English library 
holdings. As Martin pointed out, John frequently makes use of intermedi-
ary sources, notably florilegia – collections of textual excerpts arranged 
either by author or by theme – as a means of accessing the classics.67 In 
his study of John’s scepticism, Grellard suggests three criteria for evaluat-
ing John’s employment of sources. For a source to be properly termed 
so, according to Grellard, it must be demonstrated that John directly 
cites from it (rather than simply alluding to it), it must be cited multiple 
times (to exclude the possibility that John is picking pithy quotations 
from florilegia), and it must be demonstrated that it could not have come 
from another, more accessible, intermediary source.68 Grellard’s method 
sits at the most rigorous end of the process of determining a source base. 
Nonetheless, it is open to critique as it does not mirror the actualities of 
the ways in which classical learning was most frequently accessed in this 
period. While it is clear that John placed an emphasis on the accuracy of 
the received text – requesting, on occasion, better translations than those 
at his disposal – and is seen to have expressed interest in acquiring new 
copies of old texts, he was also a man of his time, at the mercy of the mate-
rial available to him.69 Taking this into account, it seems harsh to criticise 
his use of florilegia and intermediary sources, and to render something 
that was an acceptable – even fashionable – means of reading and study in 
his time as somehow unworthy by modern standards.
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While we cannot assume from his naming of Aulus Gellius’s Noctes 
Atticae that John had access to a complete copy (instead, he knew the text 
through a florilegium also used by William of Malmesbury in his composi-
tion of the Polyhistor, as well as through mentions of it in Augustine’s De 
civitate Dei), his references to it illustrate his desire to build a classical base 
of authority.70 Even if by some standards, such as those of Grellard, such 
mentions fall short of it constituting a source, per se, it is clear that John 
himself would not necessarily have made such a distinction. The same 
pertains to texts which were accessed through an intermediary source; 
continuing with the example of the Noctes Atticae, we recollect that John 
could have accessed stories from this text through various routes.71 Again, 
drawing a firm line between what is regarded as a legitimate source in con-
temporary terms and what constituted a source in the eyes of a medieval 
reader proves problematic. Accepting that intermediary sources played an 
important role in the transmission of the classics in the Middle Ages means 
that Grellard’s other criteria (that a source must be cited multiple times, 
and that only citations, not allusions, are of relevance) are also moot. A 
re-evaluation of the pertinent research question is required; at issue is an 
understanding of how John and his contemporaries read the classics, not 
only what they read. Therefore, intermediary sources are of key relevance 
to our treatment as they make possible an accurate reconstruction of how 
John accessed classical texts and his interests; this is by no means a dilu-
tion of rigour in determining his source base, but a recognition of the 
realities of textual transmission in this period. Thus, recognising that John 
could have accessed the Noctes Atticae through multiple routes, without 
ever knowing the complete text, does not lessen the significance of the 
observation that what he knew of the text, steeped as it was in anecdotes of 
the classical age, was of interest to him. De-emphasising the ‘whole text’ as 
the only legitimate category of influence also means that any temptation to 
ascribe knowledge of rare texts to John without caution is lessened.

Canterbury as a source for John’s learning

Where, then, might John have gained access to classical texts at the point 
of composition of the Policraticus and the Metalogicon? John was based 
at Canterbury for much of the time during which he composed his major 
works. Our two main sources for reconstructing the library in this period 
are its twelfth-century fragmentary catalogue (now Cambridge, University 
Library, MS Ii.3.12, fos 135–7) and the first part of the fourteenth-century 
catalogue of Henry of Eastry (now London, BL, Cotton Galba E. IV, fos 
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128–47), which replicates much of the information of the earlier list, while 
offering some extensions.72 The fragmentary catalogue, added at the end of 
a copy of two works by Boethius dating from the first third of the twelfth 
century, has a terminus post quem of 1176. A reference is made to the 
‘Enteticus Iohannis Carnotensis’, John’s Entheticus; John did not become 
Bishop of Chartres, and so ‘Carnotensis’, until 1176.73 The fragmentary 
catalogue contains a number of works by Roman classical writers, includ-
ing books explicitly attributed to ‘Tullius’ (Marcus Tullius Cicero), namely 
De senectute and two copies of De amicitia (items 102–4). Six books enti-
tled ‘Rethorica’ are also present (items 30–5); it is likely that these included 
copies of Cicero’s De inventione and the pseudo-Ciceronian Rhetorica ad 
Herennium. The pseudo-Senecan epistles to Paul are named (item 178), as 
are ‘Seneca de declamationibus’ (item 220) – the Controversies of Seneca the 
Elder, believed in this period to be by Seneca himself.74 Named, but unat-
tributed here to Seneca, is the pseudo-Senecan ‘Forma vite honestae’ (item 
184). A number of other classical works, including titles by Virgil, Terence, 
Horace and Lucan, are also listed.

The catalogue of Henry of Eastry, prior of Christ Church from 1284 
to 1331, was divided into a first and a second ‘demonstratio’, probably 
corresponding to the contemporary physical layout of the library.75 The 
first demonstratio comprises a section arranged alphabetically that mainly 
consisted of theological books (items 1–274), followed by a section loosely 
arranged by subject (items 275–514), before concluding with a list of books 
from donors (items 515–782). The second demonstratio opens with a list 
of books of Thomas Becket (items 783–853), followed by those of Herbert 
of Bosham (items 854–8), and continues to list books by donors through-
out (to item 1831). It is likely, as James suggests, that the Eastry catalogue 
is copied from earlier catalogue(s); indeed, James assumed that the first 
demonstratio recorded books received before the bequest of Thomas 
Becket, and thus offered a more complete record of the mid-twelfth-
century library than the fragmentary catalogue could.76 However, the first 
demonstratio may have postdated Becket’s death by some distance. For 
example, item 233 of the alphabetically arranged part of the first demon-
stratio is the ‘Visiones monachi Eyneshamensis’, the Vision of the Monk 
of Eynesham, which records an event that happened in 1196, while the 
section arranged by subject includes item 294, a martyrology accompa-
nied by ‘Constituciones domini R. de Wynchelese Cant. Archiep.’ – Robert 
Winchelsea was archbishop from 1305 to 1313 – so this volume, and in 
turn the source catalogue from which the list may derive, cannot predate 
this period. Similarly, the second demonstratio refers at the start of the list 
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of Becket’s books to ‘Libri Sancti Thomae’, so the list of names by donor 
must have been started after Becket’s canonisation in 1173.77

Despite the fact that there is no way of being certain what texts were 
in the library in Canterbury during John’s time there, a survey of the 
Senecan and Ciceronian texts listed among the alphabetical (and earli-
est) part of the first demonstratio of the Eastry catalogue, when combined 
with titles already identified in the fragmentary catalogue, gives a sense of 
the maximal range of texts by these authors which could plausibly have 
been available to John. Item 128 in Eastry’s catalogue, ‘Epistole Senece 
prime’, contains the letters of pseudo-Seneca and Paul, along with other 
works of Seneca, namely the Letters to Lucilius and De clementia, while 
item 133, ‘Epistole Senece et Pauli secunde’, contains the pseudo-Senecan 
correspondence along with the apocryphal correspondence between 
Alexander the Great and Dindimus, and other titles. Other pseudo-
Senecan works are present, namely De moribus (item 105; item 132: ‘Liber 
Senece de institucione morum’); the Proverbia, a collection of maxims 
largely derived from De moribus (in item 105: ‘Prouerbia Senece secundum 
ordinem Alphabeti’, also in item 616); De remediis (item 541: ‘Seneca de 
remediis fortuitorum’) and the Formula vitae honestae (also in item 105: 
‘Liber Martini episcopi de iv uirtutibus principalibus’, and attributed to 
Seneca in item 541: ‘Liber Senece de iv uirtutibus principalibus’). Item 105, 
a miscellany bearing the title ‘Parabole Salomonis Thodoricii’, may have 
belonged to Thidricus, a scribe associated with Anselm, and if so, can be 
placed in the library from the early twelfth century.78 It is likely that this 
volume was a collection of booklets or short texts; in its contents list De 
moribus, Prouerbia, and Formula vitae honestae take their place alongside 
Cicero’s Paradoxa Stoicorum and other short biblical and grammatical 
texts. In addition to this work of Cicero and those listed in the earlier 
fragmentary catalogue, a ‘Tullius Tusculanarum’, Cicero’s Tusculanae 
disputationes, is included among the books of Thomas Becket (item 813).

A further significant aspect of John’s engagement with Roman sources 
at Canterbury concerns his knowledge of Roman law, which is demon-
strated by his use of legal vocabulary and references to practice through-
out his prose works and letters. How did John become acquainted with 
the study of Roman law?79 The credit for bringing Justinian’s Corpus 
to England is conventionally given to Vacarius, a magister at Bologna 
(Robert of Torigny describes him as ‘gente Longobardus’) who came to 
Canterbury in around 1149.80 John, who was an episcopal familiaris at 
the same time as Vacarius, refers directly to him in the Policraticus, in 
a section steeped with criticism of King Stephen. John describes how 
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Stephen, whom he compares to the Greek tyrant ‘Antiochus’, forbade 
the study of Roman law, which had been introduced into the court of 
Theobald in Canterbury and so into the rest of England: ‘It was forbidden 
by royal edict to keep the books, and our Vacarius was silenced.’81 The 
principal target here is Stephen’s impiety, and while Southern is right in 
claiming that John’s implication of ‘book-burning’ is at best a ‘flight of 
rhetoric’, the passage provides evidence of an acquaintance between John 
and Vacarius.82 Southern suggests that Vacarius was a ‘mainstay of the 
archbishop’s administration’, noting that John’s letter-writing on behalf 
of Theobald increased after 1154, a date that Southern connects with the 
departure of Vacarius from Canterbury.83 Although it is unlikely that John 
read Vacarius’s Liber pauperum, which may not have been composed 
until the 1180s, it seems from John’s account that Vacarius was already 
known for his expertise in Roman law during his time in Canterbury.84 
As Yves Sassier noted, the frequency of John’s juridical references (par-
ticularly in the Letters, but also in the Policraticus), and the fact that he 
often modifies and twists his references to suit the point at hand, make it 
challenging to identify the sources of John’s Roman legal knowledge.85 
Quotations and allusions suggest that John knew and used the Digest, the 
Institutes and the Code of Justinian (including the Tres libri, which con-
tained substantial information about Byzantine law), as well as an influen-
tial summary of the Code, the Summa Trecensis. While John’s knowledge 
of Roman law is not a focal point of our study here, it should be noted that 
the legal codes provided, at times, important information to John about 
the norms of the classical world and were also a resource for legal vocabu-
lary, a vocabulary rendered even more prestigious by its association with 
the Roman world.86

While our survey of the existing evidence for the library holdings at 
Canterbury illustrates that a concrete reconstruction of the texts available 
there in the period of the composition of John’s work is impossible, a few 
points must be noted. First, it is clear that certain texts, such as Cicero’s 
De inventione and the pseudo-Ciceronian Rhetorica ad Herennium, 
achieved their popularity in the library on account of their capacity to 
be used for the study of Latin argumentation, as well as their inherent 
value as classical texts – a reminder that we must bear in mind the context 
within which texts were used. Secondly, it is clear that many texts which 
are now regarded as apocryphal were considered authentic works in the 
twelfth century, notably Martin of Braga’s Formula vitae honestae, which 
is explicitly attributed to Seneca in one instance in the Canterbury book-
list. Finally, even though these book-lists fail to make possible a precise 
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reconstruction of the twelfth-century library of Canterbury, they still 
provide an important illustration of how classical texts were read along-
side a heterogeneous collection of patristic and contemporary texts and 
theological and liturgical materials. Attempts to sharply delineate classical 
learning as an independent discipline in the Middle Ages must necessar-
ily fail on account of this heterogeneity. Our brief discussion of John’s 
acquaintance with Vacarius at Canterbury, and so with the incipient 
context of development of the study of Roman law in England, illustrates 
another means of access to information about the classical world – that is, 
personal social networks – although our knowledge of the details of such 
networks must, by virtue of the passage of time, remain shadowy.

Other sources for John’s knowledge of the classics

Bearing these points in mind, it is also important to consider earlier con-
texts within which John may have encountered the classics. We do not 
know what John’s standard of education was by the time he moved to 
study in France in 1136, but it was obviously sufficiently strong enough 
for him to be able to profit from the advanced curriculum to which he 
was exposed.87 Classical holdings at the secular cathedral of Exeter, a 
place which John had a strong association with throughout his life, were 
sparse.88 We can assume, therefore, that initial study at Salisbury pro-
vided the major part of his basic grounding in the trivium and quadriv-
ium. As Tessa Webber notes in her study of the intellectual environment 
at Salisbury in the late eleventh and early twelfth centuries, the canons 
seemed to have an unusually strong interest in classical and secular texts.89 
For example, an early twelfth-century copy of Cicero’s Tusculanae dispu-
tationes is attested to in Salisbury (now BL, Royal MS 15 C XI, fos 1–58).90 
Webber also provides a detailed description of Cambridge, Trinity 
College, MS R. 16.34 (which seems to have been copied from a Norman 
exemplar, as it contains a summary of the provisions of one of the reform-
ing synods of the province of Rouen, the synod of Lisieux in 1064). This 
volume contains the earliest known English copy of Cicero’s De officiis 
(I–II. 19), extracts from Seneca’s De beneficiis and an anthology of works 
by Valerius Maximus and Aulus Gellius.91 Whether John was acquainted 
with these selections is disputed; we know he used a different florilegium 
of extracts from Aulus Gellius’s Noctes Atticae at the point of composi-
tion of his works, as has been proved by Martin, Marshall and Rouse.92 
However, this does not preclude the possibility that John gained some of 
his initial acquaintance with such classical works at Salisbury.
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While the Metalogicon recounts the teachers with whom John studied 
(as detailed in the Introduction), it does not provide us with specific 
information about what he read during his studies in France or during 
his later travels. As a result, it is worth taking account of general trends of 
transmission of classical texts in the twelfth century. Birger Munk Olsen’s 
magisterial multi-volume study L’Étude des auteurs classiques latins aux 
XIe et XIIe siècles surveys surviving classical manuscripts from the eleventh 
and twelfth centuries. In the summary material accompanying this study, 
Munk Olsen tabulates the twenty-five texts that survive in the most copies 
from the ninth to twelfth centuries in turn.93 While these lists must be read 
with caution – given varied circumstances of survival, and the fact that the 
presence of older copies in a library may have precluded the making of 
new exemplars without indicating cessation of use – they give an insight 
into the kinds of texts that were most popular in this period and, in turn, 
the kinds of texts John was most likely to have encountered. While Horace 
and Virgil led the way in the eleventh century, Cicero’s De inventione and 
the pseudo-Ciceronian Rhetorica ad Herennium survive in the greatest 
numbers in the twelfth, with over 120 copies of each text extant. Ninety-
four copies of Cicero’s De somnium Sciponis survive from the twelfth cen-
tury, while forty-two copies of De officiis are extant. Seneca’s apocryphal 
Epistles to Paul survive in twelve copies from the eleventh century, but in 
sixty-seven from the twelfth, while the first part of the Epistulae morales ad 
Lucilium survive in fifty-five twelfth-century copies, and De beneficiis in 
forty-six from the same period. These figures demonstrate the general rise 
of interest in both of these authors, particularly in Seneca. Munk Olsen 
notes that the twelfth-century catalogue of the library at Pontigny even 
contained a special section entitled ‘De Libris Senecae philosophi’ contain-
ing his known works, as well as some of the more unusual Ciceronian 
works, notably De finibus and the Posterior Academics.94 In considering 
the specifics of John’s access to Ciceronian and Senecan works, therefore, 
we must bear in mind the general modalities of transmission of the classics 
in this period; while John was undoubtedly unusual in the extent to which 
he employed the classics, many of the texts which he accessed and used 
were ones which were popular and circulated widely in his time.

John’s access to Cicero

As noted, John explicitly aligned himself with Academic scepticism 
at several points in his writings, singling out Cicero as an example of 
the teaching of this school. In Entheticus, John devotes a section of his 
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discussion of ancient philosophers to Cicero, opening with these words: 
‘The Latin world held nothing greater than Cicero; compared to his 
eloquence, Greece was dumb.’95 Despite his praise for Cicero’s elo-
quence and his adherence to the Academic School, John is cagey about 
his personal virtues. He twists a maxim from Cicero’s De amicitia, that 
one should follow ‘nature, the best guide of life’, by saying that without 
true knowledge of God, Cicero cannot claim to be truly following nature: 
‘Only faith perceives Him [God] and true love; and to follow nature is 
worship and love of God.’96 He concludes by saying that ‘if Cicero’s life 
had been in harmony with his words he could have been the greatest 
among excellent men’, but as it is, we are obliged to admire his ‘mouth’ 
(‘os’) and ‘tongue’ (‘lingua’) but not his ‘heart’ (‘pectus’).97 John uses this 
critique of Cicero as an opportunity to introduce his own take on the key 
tenets of philosophy, namely that to ‘live honestly’ is the best part of phi-
losophising, while an eloquent tongue is useless without being accompa-
nied with the prudence of wisdom.98 As Martin has noted, it is likely that 
John’s opinions on Cicero’s character were shaped by their presentation 
in the intermediary sources to which he had access; she draws attention 
to Augustine’s account of reading Cicero’s Hortensius for the first time, 
where the patristic writer noted that the author’s eloquence, but not his 
heart, was admired by nearly all.99 She also notes the influence of the 
account of Cicero found in the Saturnalia of Macrobius (395–423), a text 
heavily used by John, where Cicero is presented as ‘a man thoroughly 
implicated in the push-and-shove of Roman politics’ whose gibes and 
jokes are criticised as being of a type not appropriate to a wise man.100 
Martin suggests, therefore, that there is a tension in John’s writings 
between his use of Cicero’s works and his apparent difficulties in coming 
to terms with ‘the extratextual reality of the historical Cicero’.101 Bearing 
in mind the comments made earlier in this chapter regarding the apparent 
distance between John’s interest in the moral lessons of ancient Rome and 
what could be accessed of the historical remains of the Roman empire in 
the Middle Ages, it is perhaps no surprise that John found it difficult to 
reconcile Cicero the ascetic moralist with Cicero the scheming statesman. 
It is notable, however, that on most occasions John chooses to gloss over 
this tension, and this is, in part, a reflection of the Ciceronian sources of 
which John made most use.

Rodney Thomson asserts: ‘John makes heavy use of Cicero’s writ-
ings in absolute terms, and in proportion to his first-hand acquaintance 
with them.’102 Upon his death, as noted, John bequeathed his personal 
copies of De officiis and De oratore to Chartres cathedral. It is certain that 
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he had access to the first of these titles at the time of composition of his 
major works, as is demonstrated by the number of occasions upon which 
he refers to it and his adaptations of the ideas it contains.103 John’s use 
of the second of these books in his works, however, is more difficult to 
reconstruct. While recorded in a number of eleventh- and twelfth-century 
library inventories, De oratore circulated in significantly fewer numbers 
than other rhetorical works by and attributed to Cicero, notably De inven-
tione and the Rhetorica ad Herennium.104 In a study entitled ‘What the 
Middle Ages Missed of Cicero, and Why’, John Ward discusses John’s 
alleged use of De oratore in some detail.105 Ward suggests that ‘the Cicero 
references discussed … will be less than those that could be assembled 
by a more extended search’, a statement that may not hold water in the 
case of John’s use of this text.106 Webb’s edition of the Policraticus cites 
three possible uses of De oratore, two of which are found in Pike’s transla-
tion of the Policraticus and discussed by Ward, and it has been generally 
accepted that John used the text.107

This position requires closer examination. In the first example (Book 
VIII.  14), John uses the phrase ‘poetica licentia’, which Webb claims 
is derived from De oratore, III.  153. Given the context, a discussion of 
Virgil’s presentation of Dido, which John describes as using poetic licence 
to ‘pervert faithfulness to history’, a more likely source for the phrase is 
Servius’s Commentary on the Aeneid.108 While John draws attention to 
the disparity between the supposedly chaste Dido and the lustful ver-
sion found in Virgil, he also draws attention to the fact that the historical 
Aeneas and Dido could never have met, ‘ex ratione temporum’, a point 
raised by Servius.109 Servius uses the phrase ‘poetica licentia’ on a number 
of occasions, and given the context and the fact that his commentary was 
‘universally available’, it is far more likely that this is the source used 
here by John, not De oratore.110 The same goes for the second reference 
referred to by Ward and Pike – that is, the reference to the eloquence of 
a certain ‘Curio’ in Entheticus minor: ‘if Curio should compete in words, 
he will be vanquished by him’.111 Curio’s eloquence is praised by Cicero 
in De oratore, II.  98. Curio’s son, also called Curio, is documented in 
another classical text, Lucan’s Pharsalia, where he is criticised as ‘audax 
venali … lingua’ (‘bold, with his tongue for sale’, I.  269). Here Curio 
exhorts Caesar to march against Rome (I. 273–91), and is later accused of 
having sold out the city (IV. 824). While it is plausible that John is refer-
ring to the account of Curio-the-father given in De oratore, an equally 
plausible alternative is that he is referring to Curio-the-son, the reckless 
and glib speech-maker of Pharsalia who inspires Caesar to battle. We 
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must not merely, on the mention of such a name, assume that John had a 
copy of De oratore in the 1150s, particularly given the rarity of this text in 
this period versus the comparatively broad circulation of the Pharsalia.112

Aside from the two texts mentioned in his bequest, to what other 
Ciceronian works did John plausibly have access? He refers explicitly in 
Policraticus, Book II. 16, to the ‘dream of Africanus’, that is to the final 
book of Cicero’s De re publica, which circulated independently in the 
Middle Ages in tandem with a commentary by Macrobius.113 He groups 
Scipio’s vision alongside biblical examples of apocalyptic visions, includ-
ing the dreams of Joseph and Pharaoh, and the oracles of Daniel and 
Ezekiel. Aside from this section of Cicero’s text, John, like his contempo-
raries, had access to only the passages from the rest of De re publica which 
were preserved in patristic texts like Augustine’s De civitate Dei and 
Lactantius’s Institutiones divinae.114 As noted, John refers to the maxim 
of De amicitia – that nature is the best guide of life – and quotes elsewhere 
from this popular and widely circulated work, even referring directly to 
Laelius, its protagonist.115 John also used the Rhetorica ad Herennium, 
a work attributed to Cicero in this period, and his De inventione; this 
is unsurprising given their commonality in the medieval schools.116 

Christophe Grellard has illustrated that it is likely that John had at least 
partial access to Tusculanae disputationes, although he rejects that John 
had first-hand knowledge of Academica, suggesting that patristic interme-
diaries served as his source for this text.117 As the survey of the holdings 
of the library at Canterbury showed, John may have had recourse to De 
senectute and to Paradoxa Stoicorum, a text of substantial relevance to our 
study. In his edition, Webb noted two possible references to the latter 
text; in Book II. 22, John refers to the ‘surprising opinions’ of the Stoics, 
‘which they call paradoxes’, an apparent reference to the preface of the 
work where Cicero notes that the Stoics themselves use the term ‘para-
doxa’ to describe their teachings, while in Book VII. 16, John references 
a maxim from the text – ‘he regards parsimony as of little importance, 
although it is more lucrative than revenue’ – in the context of his critique 
of the avaricious courtier.118 We have already noted John’s reference in 
Entheticus to the paradox of the Stoic equality of the vices. As will be illus-
trated in the following chapters, John returns to a number of the six named 
paradoxes in his writings, which suggests that, although he does not refer 
to the text by name, he had knowledge of its contents.

It is unlikely that John knew Cicero’s De finibus, as will be demon-
strated in more depth in Chapter 3, while other texts such as his De natura 
deorum (despite being referred to by name in the Policraticus) and De fato 
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were similarly unknown to him, except through the medium of intermedi-
ary authors, such as Augustine.119 Cicero’s letter collections had diverse 
patterns of circulation in this period. Despite not knowing the Epistulae 
ad Atticum or the Ad Brutum directly, Laure Hermand-Schebat has dem-
onstrated the likelihood that John had access to the second half (Books 9 
to 16) of the Epistulae ad familiares.120 Cicero’s speeches circulated rarely 
in this period. Even William of Malmesbury (c.1090–c.1142), who had a 
much broader knowledge of Cicero’s works than John (as evinced by his 
Polyhistor), knew only four of the speeches.121 John’s limited knowledge 
of the corpus of speeches and letters affected the presentation of Cicero in 
his works, making it easier for him to elide the conflict between Cicero as 
moralist and cunning statesman. Despite the gaps in John’s knowledge, 
the scope of his quotations from Cicero’s works suggests that he did not 
rely on excerpt collections for access to this author.122 While this is not 
universally the case for John’s borrowings, on the basis of her study of 
the Becket correspondence, Duggan argued that John’s letters show a 
stronger direct acquaintance with the classics than those of his contempo-
raries. She notes that only three or four of the seventeen or eighteen clas-
sical allusions and quotations in John’s letters in the Becket collection can 
be located in either the Florilegium Gallicum or the Collectanea of Henry 
of Auxerre; with one exception, all quotations by correspondents other 
than John can be located in one or other of these collections.123

John’s access to Seneca

In Entheticus, John refers to Quintilian’s critique of Seneca’s style.124 
John responds to this critique by saying that Seneca should be com-
mended for his virtue and for his ‘gravity of life’, explicitly identifying the 
Roman writer as ‘an acute Stoic’ who ‘makes compendia of morals’.125 In 
the Policraticus, John comments further: ‘His [Seneca’s] Epistles should 
be read; his works De Beneficiis and [De] Clementia; those books also in 
which he expressed the views of the ten orators in the form of imaginary 
discussions of scholars; those which he published under the title De 
naturalibus questionibus, and the works on philosophy which Quintilian 
argued were lacking in precision.’126 This can be regarded as a list of the 
Senecan texts to which John claimed access and advised others to read. 
To establish the veracity of John’s access to this list of texts, we must look 
both to internal evidence of his writings and to external evidence regard-
ing the circulation of Seneca’s works in the twelfth century. John refers by 
name to Seneca several times in the Policraticus. In the prologue to Book 
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I of the text, John compares Seneca’s correspondence with Lucilius to the 
letters exchanged between Jerome, Oceanus and Pammachius, affirming 
his knowledge of the Epistles.127 John later comments that ‘our Seneca’, 
‘Seneca noster’, ‘won the friendship of the apostle and was placed in the 
catalogue of saints by the learned father Jerome’.128 This statement sheds 
light upon an important aspect of Seneca’s medieval transmission; as 
Leighton D. Reynolds noted, ‘To form a true estimate of his [Seneca’s] 
popularity one should remember that his reputation did not rest on 
genuine works alone: his fame grew fat on works he had never written.’129 
Most significant among these apocryphal texts is the widely circulated 
correspondence alleged to be between him and St Paul – the source of 
the ‘friendship’ between Seneca and the apostle to which John refers – 
numerous copies of which existed in the Canterbury library catalogue. 
Direct evidence of John’s ownership exists for only one of the texts named 
in the Policraticus. One entry in the list of books bequeathed by John to 
the cathedral library at Chartres reads: ‘Senecam de naturalibus questioni-
bus’.130 We know for sure, therefore, that John had a copy of Naturales 
quaestiones – Seneca’s work on the workings of the universe, a relatively 
rare text in this period – at least upon his death.131 As for the other works, 
we must seek indirect evidence for his knowledge of them in his writings.

John’s list refers to De beneficiis and De clementia, two texts that fre-
quently circulated in tandem in this period; the archetypes of medieval 
copies of these texts, the Codex Nazarianus (Vatican Library, Pal. lat. 1547) 
and the Codex Reginensis (Vatican Library, Reg. lat. 1529), both dating 
from the ninth century, contained both works.132 This physical connec-
tion was enhanced by a thematic one: both treatises were in the ‘mirror 
for princes’ genre, providing political advice for the virtuous ruler and 
paying particular attention to the claims of liberality and leniency. Webb’s 
edition of the Policraticus does not note any references to De clementia in 
John’s work, however, and identifies only three allusions to De beneficiis. 
However, this apparent paucity of reference is not an adequate reflection 
of John’s use of these texts. As Peter Stacey has asserted, ‘John’s debts to 
De clementia have barely been acknowledged, but they are profound’; he 
notes especially the significance of this work for John’s model of the body 
politic.133 Furthermore, as Miriam Griffin’s study of the afterlife of De 
beneficiis has established, quotations of this work often appear in veiled 
form; she describes it as a ‘self-effacing work’, saying ‘it has rarely been 
quoted or cited by name by authors who have used it’.134 John is no excep-
tion to this rule, and none of the allusions identified by Webb are direct 
quotations from the work. While John’s tacit use of De clementia and De 
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beneficiis will be examined in depth in the following chapters, let us look 
in detail here at two of the three allusions to De beneficiis identified in his 
edition by Webb, as, although they are by no means representative of the 
extent of John’s use of the work, they prove that John did have access to, at 
the very least, an abbreviated version of De beneficiis.135 Giancarlo Mazzoli 
has studied such abbreviated versions in depth, noting in particular a 
grouping he entitled the ‘σ2’ text, that circulated in the schools of conti-
nental Europe.136 He identified Paris, Bibliothèque nationale de France 
(hereafter BnF), MS lat. 16592, a manuscript dating from the final third of 
the twelfth century, as an example of this abbreviated version.137 The text 
of the De beneficiis found in that manuscript will be used here as a basis of 
comparison to the allusions identified by Webb, which will be compared, 
in turn, with the abbreviated versions found in the popular aphorism col-
lections, the Florilegium gallicum and the Moralium dogma philosopho-
rum (the latter is a summary of moral philosophy that borrowed heavily 
from the Ciceronian and Stoic tradition, and that some have claimed was 
composed by William of Conches for Henry II).138

In Policraticus, Book V.  10, John discusses the appropriate tone 
of voice to be used by one asking for a benefaction, noting that when 
requesting a favour one sacrifices a certain dignity and ‘so cannot be said 
to receive gratis’.139 The phrase used by John, ‘nec gratis tulit qui cum 
rogaret accepit’, is very similar to that found in De beneficiis, II. 1: ‘Non 
tulit gratis, qui, cum rogasset, accepit’.140 This particular phrase does not 
appear in the relevant section of the Florilegium gallicum (BnF MS lat. 
7647, fo. 166r), although versions of the phrase are found in the Moralium 
dogma philosophorum and the abbreviated version of De beneficiis identi-
fied by Mazzoli as the σ2 text.141 Another allusion identified by Webb 
occurs in Book III. 11, where John notes that if a favour is granted with 
apparent reluctance, the appeal of the act is obscured.142 Again the phrase 
used is not a direct quotation from De beneficiis, although the opening of 
De beneficiis, II. 1, may be an inspiration: there Seneca notes that a favour 
must be given without hesitation, as when it has rested too long in the 
hands of the giver it suggests reluctance.143 If this is the source, it is likely 
again that either a complete or an abbreviated copy of De beneficiis was 
in use. The Florilegium gallicum provides only a limited version of this 
passage, referring to a favour remaining in the hands of the giver, but not 
to the apparent reluctance that this implies.144 The abbreviated version 
of the text, on the other hand, as found in BnF MS lat. 16592 (fo. 97r), 
quotes the passage from the Senecan text in full.145 That said, while John’s 
words coincide here with those of Seneca, it may be an unconscious or 
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coincidental allusion. The passage is followed by a verse, attributed by 
John to a ‘versificator egregius’ (identified tentatively by Webb as Ovid), 
that is, in fact, a quotation from Bernard Silvestris’s Mathematicus: ‘Delay 
denigrates the merit of the giver; gifts quickly given carry more favour and 
praise.’146 Indeed, this part of the Mathematicus, clearly inspired by De 
beneficiis, continues to praise prompt generosity, saying that reluctance 
in giving is most damning among friends, and that, if possible, generosity 
should anticipate a need, as ‘a service quickly performed will bring more 
thanks’.147 Patricia Stirnemann has suggested that John was the author of 
the Florilegium gallicum, although she admitted that it was striking that 
John does not appear to have used the work in the letters he composed 
on behalf of Thomas Becket.148 If John was indeed the author of the 
Florilegium gallicum, it seems odd that these apparent borrowings from 
De beneficiis used in the Policraticus are not found in a similar form in the 
Florilegium, a fact that throws doubt on Stirnemann’s claim. While based 
on a limited set of allusions, this survey suggests that John, at the very 
least, had access to one of the abbreviated versions of the De beneficiis 
at the point of composition of his major works, and may even have had 
access to the whole text.

What does John mean by ‘those books also in which he [Seneca] 
expressed the views of the ten orators in the form of imaginary discussions 
of scholars’? There are two possible interpretations. The most likely is 
that John means the Controversiae by the Elder Seneca, which circulated 
in this period as works of Seneca the Younger.149 Of the manuscripts of 
this work circulating in this period, one group, Controversiarum excerpta, 
contained excerpts from all the ten books of the Controversiae along with 
the prefaces to Books 1–4, 7 and 10.150 Indeed, John quotes from the 
Controversiae and identifies his source as ‘Seneca’.151 The alternative, less 
likely, possibility is that John is referring to Seneca’s Dialogues, as they 
also are ten in number. However, there is evidence of only one manuscript 
of these texts circulating at this time: that is, the copy recorded in the cata-
logues of the abbey of Monte Cassino, which appears to have been copied 
from an unrecorded exemplar in the late eleventh century.152 It appears 
that the Dialogues were not generally available in northern Europe until 
after the date of composition of John’s works. However, it is possible that 
John had indirect access to the content of at least one of the Dialogues; De 
ira was used as the basis for a popularly circulated text of the same title by 
Martin of Braga (c. 520–579).153 We can presume that John had no access 
to Seneca’s plays as these seem to have started to circulate only in the latter 
part of the twelfth century. As Reynolds remarks, ‘they [Seneca’s works] 
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largely went their own way until the twelfth century when the demand for 
one work would help to promote the demand for others’.154

The case of John’s access to Seneca’s letters is more complex. Reynolds 
has examined the dissemination of the letter collection in the twelfth cen-
tury. He has determined that at this juncture the letters were circulating in 
two halves. The first half comprised letters 1–88 and circulated mainly in 
France, though also in Norman England. The second half, letters 89–124, 
circulated primarily in south-west Germany.155 Reynolds comments, ‘His 
[John’s] quotations are confined to letters 1–88. In both the Metalogicon 
and the Policraticus there is a possible reminiscence of letter 89 cited in 
Webb, but in both places John could easily have got his material from 
another source; the one refers to the distinction between philosophia 
and sapientia, the other to the divisions of philosophy.’156 This find-
ing prompts a reconsideration of earlier work on Seneca’s influence on 
John, notably that of Liebeschütz, who derived some opinions regarding 
John’s employment of Senecan material from his supposed use of the 
later letters.157 Further attention must be paid to apocryphal works by 
Seneca: the spurious correspondence between St Paul and Seneca, and 
the Formula vitae honestae that sometimes circulated under the name of 
the name of Martin of Braga, being presumed to be an adaptation of a lost 
Senecan De officiis.158 As it is a purported work of Seneca it is important 
to assess its influence as part of the Senecan corpus, interpreted in broad 
terms. Its influence on John’s writings on virtue will be considered in 
detail in Chapter 5.

Patristic sources

This survey of John’s access to Cicero and Seneca, two of the princi-
pal figures in our study of John’s use of Roman sources, illustrates the 
diversity of medieval means of access to the classics – through full works, 
apocryphal writings or excerpt collections. A final aspect to touch on 
before the conclusion of this chapter is the significance of patristic writ-
ings as a conduit for classical ideas in the medieval period. Four writers 
are of particular significance, namely Lactantius (c.250–c.325), Ambrose 
(c.339–397), Augustine (354–430) and Gregory the Great (c.540–604). 
The influence of these writers on specific aspects of John’s work will 
be traced in the following chapters; our objective here is simply (and 
briefly) to consider the extent of John’s knowledge of their works. Each 
of these four writers, aside from their significance in the history of the 
development of Christian doctrine, played an important role in the 
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transmission of Roman philosophy, specifically Stoicism, to the medieval 
West. Lactantius provided a model for the employment of Stoic philoso-
phy in Christian polemic. Ambrose illustrated how Roman philosophy 
could be imitated stylistically and materially in Christian writings. In spite 
of frequently not approving of Stoic tenets, Augustine cited significant 
excerpts from the works of Cicero, while Gregory the Great applied some 
of the social aspects of Stoicism to the practical and moral organisation of 
Christian society.

John’s bequest to Chartres mentions a ‘Lactencium’, which has been 
identified by Webb as a copy of the Institutiones divinae of Lactantius.159 
Lactantius’s work was a potentially significant conduit for Stoic thought, 
given the fact that he commented extensively on the theological, physical 
and ethical theories of Stoicism, notably their perspective on providence 
and theodicy, their conception of the nature of the soul and their theory 
of the passions.160 Lactantius rejected the claims of pagan philosophers, 
including those of the Stoics, to wisdom on account of the fact that with-
out knowledge of God, and therefore of true virtue, pagans could not be 
truly wise.161 Despite his rejection of Stoic authority, Lactantius quotes 
extensively from Stoic sources and had extensive knowledge of Stoic 
logic, attesting to the popularity of this philosophical school in the late 
antique period.162 However, the Institutiones was a relatively rare text 
before 1300, although copies are attested to in the library catalogues of 
Cluny and Corbie, as well as in several Italian monasteries.163 Although 
a ‘Lactantius’ was attested to in Alcuin’s poem on the eighth-century 
library of York, no copy of the Institutiones survives from England until 
the later Middle Ages.164 Indeed, Webb was unable to find any quota-
tions from Lactantius in John’s works.165 Bearing in mind the reserva-
tions already stated concerning whether or not John possessed the books 
he left to Chartres at the point of composition of his major works, we 
must examine what evidence could lead us to assume John’s knowledge 
of Lactantius in the 1150s. Writing in 1974, Braxton Ross noted that one 
surviving twelfth-century copy of the Institutiones divinae, now Oxford, 
Bodleian Library, MS Canon. Pat. Lat. 131, contained a number of anno-
tations referring to a certain ‘Thomas’ and ‘Henry’, whom Ross identi-
fied as Thomas Becket and Henry II. 166 The annotations drew attention 
to certain passages on beneficence and avarice. Ross’s situation of these 
annotations in the intellectual climate of the Becket conflict inspired 
Lynn Barker to suggest in 1990 that these annotations were actually by 
John of Salisbury, probably from between 1156 and 1164, speculating 
that John may have obtained a copy of the text from France by way of 
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his friend Peter of Celle, and identifying this as the copy left by him to 
Chartres Cathedral upon his death.167

Barker’s persuasive case reinforces the likelihood that this manuscript 
is actually John’s own copy of the Institutiones, and we shall return to 
the significance of its annotations in Chapter 5 and Chapter 6. Although 
the annotations would seem to date from the late 1150s to early 1160s, it 
is impossible to establish precisely when John came into possession of 
this manuscript. Two potential clues to his ownership of the text at the 
point of the composition of the Policraticus must be noted, however. The 
first concerns a series of annotations found in this manuscript regard-
ing the doctrines espoused by Epicurus; Max Kerner has already drawn 
a parallel between these and the account of Epicureanism given in the 
Policraticus.168 The second regards a comment made in Policraticus, 
Book II.  29, concerning malpractice by doctors. The passage lists a 
number of supporters of the view that doctors frequently cause harm in 
the guise of doing good, including Seneca. A possible source for the use 
of Seneca’s name here is Institutiones divinae, III. 15.11, which ascribes to 
Seneca the saying that for doctors ‘there’s a cure on the label, but there’s 
poison in the bottle’.169 In MS Canon. Pat. Lat. 131, this passage is high-
lighted not only with Seneca’s name, but also with the phrase ‘Contra 
medicos’, which is indicative of particular interest.170 Despite the fact 
that it cannot be firmly established when he came into possession of it, 
the ultimate ownership of this manuscript by John, for which Ross and 
Barker have made a strong case, is clear evidence of his interest in this rare 
apologetic work that was valuable for the transmission of classical thought 
to the Middle Ages.

While Lactantius couched his Stoic borrowings in a critical, and often 
negative, context, Ambrose was more explicitly commendatory. Indeed, 
one of his prominent works, De officiis ministrorum, is stylistically and 
ideologically dependent on the themes of Cicero’s De officiis and, like its 
exemplar, is arranged in three books, one dealing with the honestum, one 
with the utile and the third with occasions where the utile and the hones-
tum intersect.171 Ambrose’s aim is primarily pedagogical; the work is a 
manual for the reform of the clergy.172 While we can identify philosophi-
cal themes in the work, it is not an attempt to defend Christianity against 
philosophy, nor can it be conceived of as an explicit effort to synthesise 
Roman Stoic and Christian philosophy. In the context of Ambrose’s 
work, Cicero’s ideal republic and the Stoic cosmopolis are replaced by 
the visible community of the Christian Church: the Church is the institu-
tional correlative of justice. Ambrose offers a Christianised interpretation 
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of Cicero’s work: for him the value of the honestum and the utile rests in 
the fact that they are a means to eternal life, a basis for a normative code for 
earthly behaviour that is, in itself, an imitation of Christ.

John’s use of the Ambrosian De officiis is somewhat contested. In the 
edition of the Policraticus made by Webb in the 1920s only one quotation 
from Ambrose’s text was noted. Smalley commented that this was unusual 
in view of the proliferation of the text in the twelfth century, commenting 
that ‘since neither the author nor the title is mentioned, the assumption 
is that John did not know it directly. It seems that he made a deliberate 
choice in preferring the original De officiis to a patristic rehash.’173 Is this 
a fair assessment? It is highly likely that John at least knew of the text as it 
was frequently excerpted in florilegia and canon law compilations.174 Item 
56 in the first demonstratio of Eastry’s Canterbury catalogue is ‘Ambrosius 
de officiis ministrorum, libri iii’, suggesting its presence in the cathedral 
collection (here the work is coupled with sermons of Cyprian).175 Thomas 
Becket’s donation to the library also included a copy. The popularity of 
the work in the twelfth century is further attested to by its influence on 
Bernard of Clairvaux’s Tractatus de ordine vitae.176 As examples in future 
chapters will demonstrate, a challenge in establishing the degree to which 
John used De officiis ministrorum rests in its similarity to its classical 
source text; at times it is difficult to determine to which text John is actu-
ally referring. However, these examples will show that John indubitably 
knew and used the text, and explicitly chose to depend on the patristic 
version rather than the classical original on several occasions.

While many of Augustine’s works became mainstays of medieval librar-
ies, De civitate Dei was the one used most frequently by John. A survey 
of the citations and allusions noted by Webb suggests that John found 
Augustine’s text to be a mine of examples, especially for details about 
the ancient Roman world.177 John also searched the text for information 
about philosophical schools and classical philosophers: particularly for 
testimonials on Plato, Socrates and Cicero.178 Notably, the text provided 
a source for the transmission of Cicero’s works to John, particularly of 
those that were not in circulation in this period, such as De re publica and 
Pro Ligario. The library at Canterbury was well stocked with Augustine’s 
writings, and John also made significant use of his Confessiones, De Genesi 
ad litteram, De libero arbitrio and De doctrina christiana.179 While John 
used Augustine as a source for information about the Roman world, his 
role as a transmitter of Stoic philosophy must be qualified. Augustine did 
not encounter the Roman classical works he read in a context that identi-
fied them as philosophically distinctive as ‘Stoic’; rather they formed part 
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of the standard knowledge of an educated man of his day. The fact that 
many Stoic ideas were silently absorbed into neo-Platonism complicates 
Augustine’s role as a transmitter of them even further.180 Augustine’s use 
of the classical corpus is also uneven. As Hagendahl noted, ‘Augustine 
mentions Seneca only a few times and in a way that does not show that he 
was well acquainted with him.’181

No survey of the influence of patristic literature on the medieval period 
would be complete without reference to the corpus of works of Gregory the 
Great. These staples of a twelfth-century clerical education hold an impor-
tant place in John’s works. The works of Gregory were extremely popular 
in England in the medieval period; Bede had presented an highly favourable 
opinion of Gregory, which had contributed to his popularity.182 Gameson 
notes that copying of the texts of Gregory was largely a post-Conquest 
phenomenon, peaking between the end of the eleventh century and the 
middle of the twelfth, and points out that a large amount of English Moralia 
manuscripts have ended up in the bindings and wrappings of later manu-
scripts, attesting to the former ubiquity of the text.183 Of Gregory’s works, 
the Moralia in Job was the one most substantially employed by John, 
although he also used the Dialogues and the Homilies.184 Webb noted two 
references to the Regula pastoralis.185 However, this latter text may have 
been more useful as a model of rulership for John than has been previously 
recognised, as the survey of a number of possible allusions to it in future 
chapters will illustrate. Gameson notes that unlike the Moralia, the Regula 
pastoralis survives in only five copies from early Norman England, but he 
suggests, persuasively, that this text was probably already well represented 
in libraries before the Conquest.186 It should be noted, moreover, that 
many compilations and abbreviations of Gregory’s works, particularly of 
the Moralia, were in circulation in this period; William of Malmesbury, for 
example, made his own collection of extracts from Gregory, the Defloratio 
Gregorii.187 There were also plenty of occasions for indirect transmission 
of Gregory’s works; they were often referred to in exegetical texts, and 
even in the Glossa ordinaria.188 The early catalogue of Canterbury library 
proves the existence of several copies of Gregory’s Homilies, two copies of 
the Regula pastoralis, three copies of the Dialogues and a copy of Warner 
of St Victor’s Gregorianum, a compilation of allegorical meanings of bibli-
cal themes, illustrated with excerpts from Gregory’s writings.189 As we 
shall see, John recommends Gregory’s moral works to Thomas Becket as a 
guide to conduct; Becket’s bequest to Canterbury would include Gregory’s 
Homilies as well as a copy of ‘Warnerius Gregorianus’, attesting to the 
readership of this text among the ‘Becket circle’.
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Conclusion

John of Salisbury evidently had extensive access to, and interest in, the 
classical works of the Roman period. Although we cannot be precisely 
sure of its holdings, it is likely that the library at Canterbury along with the 
contacts he made during his studies abroad served as his principal means 
of access to these classical texts. We have pieced together the source base 
that contributed to John’s knowledge of Stoic ideas: his direct use of the 
works of Cicero and Seneca as well as the significance of intermediary 
Christian works as a further source for his classical ideas. As illustrated, 
streams of classical philosophy in this period were not only in constant 
dialogue with Christian sources, but also interacted with each other. The 
fact that many of John’s readings of the classics were filtered through those 
of his patristic forebears has significant implications for the ways in which 
he read and used his texts, and, as we shall see, is highly influential on his 
hybrid approach to political thought.
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For a more likely source see the discussion below regarding John’s knowledge of 
Lactantius.

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/12/2023 6:36 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



the roman inheritance

63

	136	 G. Mazzoli, ‘Ricerche sulla tradizione medievale del De beneficiis e del De clemen-
tia di Seneca, 3: Storia della tradizione manoscritta’, Bolletino dei classici, series 
3, 3 (1982), 165–223 (192–204).

	137	 Mazzoli, ‘Ricerche sulla tradizione medievale del De beneficiis e del De clem-
entia’, p. 200. BnF MS lat. 16592, accessed via Gallica, http://gallica.bnf.fr/
ark:/12148/btv1b9067195z (accessed 10 July 2017).

	138	 The manuscript of the Florilegium Gallicum used is BnF MS lat. 7647, fos 34r–185v, 
accessed via Gallica, http://gallica.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/btv1b9066488j?rk=21459;2 
(accessed 10 July 2017). For considerations on the authorship of the Moralium 
see P.  H.  Delhaye, ‘Un adaptation du De Officiis au XIIe siècle: Le Moralium 
Dogma Philosophorum’, Recherches de théologie ancienne et médiévale, 16 (1949), 
227–58 (236–57), and J. R. Williams, ‘The Quest for the Author of the Moralium 
Dogma Philosophorum, 1931–56’, Speculum, 32 (1957), 736–47. The edition of the 
text used is Das Moralium Dogma Philosophorum des Guillaume de Conches, ed. 
J. Holmberg (Uppsala: Almqvist and Wiksells, 1929).

	139	 Pol. V. 10; 1, pp. 325–6: ‘Verbum, inquit, uerecundum supplici ac submissa uoce 
dicendum. Rogo; nec gratis tulit qui cum rogaret accepit.’

	140	 Seneca, De beneficiis, in Seneca: Moral Essays III, trans. J. W. Basore (LCL 310; 
Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1935), II. 1, p. 52.

	141	 Moralium dogma philosophorum, p. 14: ‘Non tulit gratis qui, cum rogaret, 
accepit; nulla enim res carius constat quam que precibus empta est’; BnF MS lat. 
16592, fo. 96r: ‘Non tulit gratis qui cum rogasset accepit.’

	142	 Pol. III. 11; 1, p. 206: ‘Quod si ex interuallo promissi fidem impleuerit, liberali-
tatis decor et beneficii species ipsa fuscatur, eo quod qui distulit interim uisus est 
noluisse.’

	143	 Seneca, De beneficiis, II. 1, p. 50: ‘Ante omnia libenter, cito, sine ulla dubitatione. 
Ingratum est beneficium, quod diu inter dantis manus haesit, quod quis aegre 
dimittere visus est et sic dare, tamquam sibi eriperet.’

	144	 BnF MS lat. 7647, fo. 166r: ‘Ingratum est beneficium quam diu inter manus 
dantis hesit.’

	145	 BnF MS lat. 16592, fo. 96r: ‘Ingratum est quam diu inter manus dantis hesit, 
quod quis egre dimittere uisus est et sic dare tamquam sibi eriperet.’

	146	 Pol. III. 11; 1, p. 207: ‘Denigrat meritum dantis mora, nam data raptim | munera 
plus laudis plusque fauoris habent.’ Cf. Bernard Silvestris, Le Mathematicus de 
Bernard Silvestris et la Passio Sanctae Agnetis de Pierre Riga, ed. B. Hauréau 
(Paris: C.  Klincksieck, 1895), p. 32: ‘Denigrat meritum dantis mora, factaque 
raptim | Munera plus laudis plusque favoris habent.’ John also quotes from 
the Mathematicus in Pol. III.  8: see Bernardus Silvestris, Cosmographia, ed.  
P. Dronke (Leiden: Brill, 1978), p. 3.

	147	 Bernard Silvestris, Mathematicus, p. 33: ‘Officio celeri gratia major erit.’
	148	 P. Stirnemann and D. Poirel, ‘Nicolas de Montiéramey, Jean de Salisbury et deux 

florilèges d’auteurs antiques’, Revue d’histoire des textes, n.s., 1 (2006), 173–88 
(179).

	149	 B. Munk Olsen, ‘Les Florilèges et les abrégés de Sénèque’, p. 164. For subse-
quent incorrect divisions of the ‘composite Seneca’ see L. Panizza, ‘Biography 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/12/2023 6:36 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use

http://gallica.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/btv1b9067195z
http://gallica.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/btv1b9067195z
http://gallica.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/btv1b9066488j?rk=21459;2


john of salisbury

64

in Italy from the Middle Ages to the Renaissance: Seneca, Pagan or Christian’, 
Nouvelles de la République des Lettres, 2 (1984), 47–98.

	150	 Reynolds (ed.), Texts and Transmission, p. 356; Munk Olsen, ‘Les Florilèges et 
les abrégés de Sénèque’, p. 163.

	151	 e.g. Met. II. 8, p. 67.
	152	 For description of this manuscript of the Dialogues see F.  Newton, The 

Scriptorium and Library at Monte Cassino, 1058–1105 (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1999), pp. 109–10, 130–1. For a discussion of the transmis-
sion of the work see L.  D.  Reynolds, ‘The Medieval Tradition of Seneca’s 
Dialogues’, Classical Quarterly, 18 (1968), 355–72. See, in addition, H. Bloch, 
‘Monte Cassino’s Teachers and Library in the High Middle Ages’, La scuola 
nell’occidente latino del’alto medioevo 15–21 aprile 1971: Settimane di studio del 
centro italiano di studi sull’alto medioevo, 19 (1972), 563–605 (583).

	153	 Reynolds (ed.), Texts and Transmission, pp. 367–8; C.  W.  Barlow, trans., 
Iberian Fathers, vol. 1: Martin of Braga, Paschasius of Dumiun, Leander of 
Seville (Washington, DC: Catholic University of America Press, 1969), p. 9.

	154	 Reynolds (ed.), Texts and Transmission, p. 359.
	155	 See Reynolds, The Medieval Tradition of Seneca’s Letters, pp. 90–111, for pal-

aeographical information, evidence from library catalogues and details of quota-
tions used in determining the tradition of the circulation of the Letters from the 
Carolingian period through to the twelfth century.

	156	 Reynolds, The Medieval Tradition of Seneca’s Letters, p. 118, n. 1.
	157	 Liebeschütz, Mediaeval Humanism. At pp. 48, 84 Liebeschütz refers to John’s 

use of Ep. 90 for his writings on the primitive society; at p. 82 he considers that 
John gets his ideas on frugality from Seneca’s Ep. 108; at p. 83 he refers to Ep. 108 
as a source for John’s views on the education of the courtier.

	158	 [Pseudo-] Seneca, Epistolae Senecae ad Paulum et Pauli ad Senecam <quae 
vocantur>, ed. C.  Barlow (Rome: American Academy in Rome, 1938), p. 3. 
Note the testimony to the correspondence in the works of Peter Abelard, John’s 
teacher at pp. 110–1. For the Formula vitae honestae see Martin of Braga, Martini 
Episcopi Bracarensis Opera Omnia, ed. C. Barlow (New Haven: Yale University 
Press, 1950), pp. 236–50; E.  Bickel, ‘Die Schrift des Martinus von Bracara: 
Formula vitae honestae’, Rheinisches Museum, 60 (1905), 505–51.

	159	 Webb, John of Salisbury, p. 166.
	160	 J. Stevenson, ‘The Life and Literary Activity of Lactantius’, Studia Patristica, 

1 (1957), 661–77; Lactantius, Divine Institutes, trans. A. Bowen and P. Garnsey 
(Liverpool: Liverpool University Press, 2003), pp. 1–6; Colish, Stoic Tradition, 
2, pp. 37–47.

	161	 M. Perrin, ‘L’image du Stoïcien et du Stoïcisme chez Lactance’, in M. Soetard (ed.), 
Valeurs dans le Stoïcisme: Du portique à nos jours (Lille: Presses Universitaires du 
Lille, 1993), pp. 113–29 (pp. 114–17). Note some significant divergences made by 
Lactantius from Stoic ideas on the soul as observed by Verbeke, The Presence of 
Stoicism, pp. 26–7. See Lactantius, Divine Institutes, III. 28.

	162	 S. Casey, ‘Lactantius’s Reaction to Pagan Philosophy’, Classica et Mediaevalia, 
32 (1980), 203–19; Colish, Stoic Tradition, 2, p. 47.

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/12/2023 6:36 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



the roman inheritance

65

	163	 W.  B.  Ross, ‘Audi Thoma … Henriciani nota: A French Scholar Appeals to 
Thomas Becket’, English Historical Review, 89 (1974), 333–8 (334).

	164	 P. Godman, Alcuin: The Bishop, Kings and Saints of York (Oxford: Clarendon 
Press, 1982), pp. 124–5. On p. lxviii Godman suggests that it is likely that this is 
a reference to Lactantius’s supposed authorship of De ave Phoenice. Note that 
the first, alphabetical, part of the Canterbury library catalogue composed during 
the time of Prior Eastry detailed above is missing letters K–N, so we cannot 
determine whether there were copies of Lactantius available in the collection: see 
James, Ancient Libraries, p. xl.

	165	 Webb, John of Salisbury, p. 166.
	166	 Ross, ‘Audi Thoma …’, pp. 335–8.
	167	 L. K. Barker, ‘MS Bodl. Canon. Pat. Lat. 131 and a Lost Lactantius of John of 

Salisbury: Evidence in Search of a French Critic of Thomas Becket’, Albion, 
22 (1990), 21–37. Note that Barker suggests that an alternative owner could be 
Peter of Celle (37). On the provenance of the MS see also W. B. Ross, ‘Giovanni 
Colonna, Historian at Avignon’, Speculum, 45 (1970), 533–63.

	168	 Kerner, Johannes von Salisbury, p. 97, n. 587.
	169	 Lactantius, Divine Institutes, III. 15.11, p. 195.
	170	 Bodl. MS Canon. Pat. Lat. 131, fo. 52r.
	171	 Following Testard, I shall refer here to Ambrose’s work as De officiis, using the 

longer form, De officiis ministrorum, only when it is required to distinguish the 
work from its Ciceronian model. See introduction to Ambrose, Sancti Ambrosii 
Mediolanensis, De Officiis, ed. M. Testard (CCSL, 15; Turnhout: Brepols, 2000), 
p. viii. Throughout, the edition and translation used is Ambrose, De officiis, ed. 
and trans. I. J. Davidson (2 vols; Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001).

	172	 Colish, Stoic Tradition, 2, pp. 48–70; G.  Madec, Saint Ambroise et la phi-
losophie (Paris: Études Augustiniennes, 1974); R. Markus, ‘The Latin Fathers’, 
in J. H. Burns (ed.), The Cambridge History of Medieval Political Thought c.350-
c.1450, pp. 92–122 (pp. 92–102).

	173	 B. Smalley, The Becket Conflict and the Schools (Oxford: Blackwell, 1973), p. 93.
	174	 Davidson, in Ambrose, De officiis, pp. 96–104.
	175	 James, Ancient Libraries, p. 22, item 56.
	176	 Davidson, in Ambrose, De officiis, p. 100.
	177	 e.g. Pol. V. 3; V. 17.
	178	 e.g. Met. IV. 34; Pol. VII. 4; VII. 5, VII. 6.
	179	 For a survey of some of the applications to which John put these works see 

S.  Sønnesyn, ‘Qui recta quae docet sequitur, uere philosophus est: The Ethics of 
John of Salisbury’, in Lachaud and Grellard (eds), Companion, pp. 307–38.

	180	 G.  Verbeke, ‘Augustine et le stoïcisme’, Recherches Augustiniennes, 1 (1958), 
67–89.

	181	 H. Hagendahl, Augustine and the Latin Classics (2 vols; Gotenburg: Almqvist 
and Wiksell, 1967), p. 675–80 (p. 677); G. O’Daly, Augustine’s City of God: A 
Reader’s Guide (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999) largely agrees with this 
assessment (p. 250), but notes on p. 60 that the Senecan presentation of a cosmic 
city that coexists alongside actual societies (De otio, 4.1–2) is similar in theme to 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/12/2023 6:36 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



john of salisbury

66

the coexistence of the city of God alongside the earthly polity in Augustine, com-
menting that: ‘The Stoic notion of membership of a group that is defined in terms 
of an ethical ideal, a community of rational and morally good being, has more in 
common with Augustine’s concept of the city than is often recognised.’

	182	 Bede, Ecclesiastical History of the English People, ed. and trans. B. Colgrave and 
R. A. B. Mynors (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1969), II. 1, pp. 122–35.

	183	 R.  Gameson, The Earliest Books of Canterbury Cathedral: Manuscripts and 
Fragments to c.1200 (London: Bibliographical Society, British Library, 2008), 
pp. 325–6.

	184	 Gregory the Great, Moralia in Job, ed. I.  R.  Gillet, A.  de Gaudermaris, 
A.  Bocognano, C. Straw and A. de Vogüé (Paris: Cerf, 1951–2003).

	185	 Gregory the Great, La Règle pastorale, ed. I. B. Judic, F. Rommel and C. Morel 
(2 vols; Paris: Cerf, 1992); Gregory the Great, Pastoral Care, trans. H.  Davis 
(Westminster: Paulist Press, 1950).

	186	 R. Gameson, The Manuscripts of Early Norman England (c.1066–1130) (Oxford: 
British Academy, 1999), p. 36.

	187	 R. Wasselynck, ‘Présence de S. Gregoire le Grand dans les recueils canoniques 
Xe–XIIe siècles’, Mélanges de science religieuse, 22 (1965) 205–19; R. Wasselynck, 
‘Les Compilations des Moralia in Job du VIIe au XIIe siecle’, Recherches de théol-
ogie ancienne et médiévale, 29 (1962), 5–32; Thomson, William of Malmesbury, 
p. 42.

	188	 R. Wasselynck, ‘L’influence de l’exégèse de S. Grégoire le Grand sur les com-
mentaires bibliques médiévaux (VIIe–XIIe s.)’, Recherches de théologie ancienne 
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2

Nature and reason

The Metalogicon (I. 1) opens with a portrayal of the enemy of reason 
– the so-called ‘Cornificius’ (the name of one of Virgil’s detractors, 

repurposed by John to represent the ignorant scholar) – who is bound 
through hasty and overambitious scholarship to destroy the study of the 
liberal arts. The enemy of eloquence, he is described by John as a foe to 
human bonds, charity and the exercise of duties.1 Implicitly contrasting 
his followers, the Cornificians, with the wise man described at the start of 
Cicero’s De inventione, who through the exercise of eloquence brought 
about social coherence, John reviles the prospect of a descent into pri-
meval society where men fail to be united by duties and friendship and 
live, instead, in a state of brutality, where community becomes nothing 
more than a paddock for livestock.2 Countering the Cornificians’ posi-
tion, John posits that it is the ‘sweet and fruitful coming together of reason 
and words’ that has led to the creation of cities, conciliated and brought 
kingdoms together, and united people in charity. He who challenges this 
unity in the name of a supposed common good is rightly a public enemy, 
as such order is God-given: ‘what God has brought together must not be 
thrust apart’.3 Reason and the use of eloquence – that is, speech informed 
by reason – make man unique among living creatures.4 The progenitor 
of such reason is Natura, the ‘most loving parent of all’.5 John refers to a 
threefold relationship between nature, grace, and reason, whereby nature 
is fertilised by grace, while reason serves to ‘shake out the folds’ of nature 
through observation and examination.6 In so doing, nature, grace and 
reason inform the attainment of happiness, and become the foundation 
of social living. Throughout the Metalogicon and the Policraticus John 
comments further on the value of nature and reason (informed by grace) 
as critical necessities of social living. He codifies what nature is. He also 
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rationalises why behaving according to the norms of nature, norms he 
regards as capable of objective isolation, is a valuable goal. Finally, he 
illustrates why acting sociably is the (necessary) epitome of such rational 
behaviour. We shall look in detail at each of these principles in this 
chapter.

Defining nature in the Middle Ages

Natura in the Middle Ages was a polyvalent term. In the first instance, it 
incorporated what could be observed about the world, a world created 
by God. Secondly, it was used to refer to what could be distinguished 
as the essence of a created being, something that was permanent and 
specific about a particular individual.7 The twelfth century was a period 
of flux for natural philosophy, in part owing to the influence of classical 
texts, such as Plato’s Timaeus. Read alongside its late antique com-
mentary by Calcidius, it was valuable for interpreting the natural causes 
underlying creation and, by extension, facilitating a rational narrative for 
physical phenomena that could be set alongside a symbolic, biblical one. 
John’s teacher Thierry of Chartres, for example, posited an identification 
between the World-Soul of the Timaeus and the Holy Spirit of the Bible 
in his exegetical account of the Creation, the Hexaemeron.8 Furthermore, 
as Tullio Gregory established, the study of natural philosophy at the 
‘school of Chartres’ (whether we regard it as locatively or ideologically 
defined) permitted the adaptation of neo-Platonism to the goal of develop-
ing a mechanistic account of nature, whereby the initial creative activity of 
God could be distinguished from the secondary causes that continued to 
animate the world.9 This achieved what Marie-Dominique Chenu termed 
the development of a mechanistic, as opposed to a symbolic, understand-
ing of nature – in short, its desacralisation.10

Thus, Thierry would write in his commentary on De inventione that 
the study of nature should properly be divided into the study of the nature 
of divine things – the realm of the ‘theologos’ – and the study of the nature 
of beasts, which pertained to the ‘physiologos’.11 This comment is situated 
in the context of an examination of Cicero’s account of the attributes of a 
person that explain or make a particular behaviour likely.12 Such attrib-
utes include one’s name, manner of life, fortune, habit, feeling, interests, 
purposes, achievements, accidents and speeches made, as well as the cat-
egory of interest to Thierry: nature. While Cicero referred in this passage 
to nature, it was not the intended focus of his discussion; rather, he aimed 
to identify which characteristics of a person could be used to support or 
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reject a rhetorical argument or proposition. Thierry, on the other hand, 
manipulates his source text to mount a discussion of nature in a deeper, 
more philosophical, sense.13

[T]here are various and multiple ways one can speak of nature; whether 
as a cause of being, or as naturalia, or as lasting practices, or in other 
ways. The nature that we call naturalia, however, is that which one 
attributes to something due to its being, whether of the soul, the body, 
or of extrinsic features, such as age, sex, and the like. Also, genera and 
species and different essences and characteristics and accidents of 
nature, all fall under nature. So Tullius listed those that are required 
for rhetoric and proceeded to divide them into those natural things that 
pertain to man, and that pertain to character, as required by the orator.14

Meanwhile, in his Hexaemaron, Thierry advises a different means of 
approaching the subject of defining nature, explicitly saying that he shall 
leave aside allegorical and moral readings of nature, and examine it ‘secun-
dum physicam et ad litteram’.15 What is clear from these accounts is that 
for medieval scholars, like Thierry, what was at issue was not simply what 
nature consisted of, but also what the best way of interpreting it actually 
was.

Cicero followed up his list of personal attributes with the comment, ‘It 
is hard to give a simple definition of nature.’16 This remark was used as a 
prompt by medieval authors to create a framework for the comprehension 
of nature, with its lack of specificity permitting an appealing interpreta-
tive flexibility. Hugh of St Victor (c. 1096–1141) in the Didascalicon, for 
example, writes, ‘the meaning of this word [nature] ought not to be passed 
over in complete silence, even though as Tully says, “Nature is difficult to 
define”.’ Hugh then refers to the three senses of nature proposed by ‘men 
of former times’: first, ‘the archetypal Exemplar of all things which exists 
in the divine Mind’ – ‘the primordial cause of each thing’. This definition 
is characteristic of the neo-Platonic vision of nature. His second definition 
refers to nature as ‘each thing’s peculiar being (proprium esse)’. His final 
definition considers nature as ‘an artificer fire [ignis artifex] coming forth 
from a certain power to beget sensible objects’, a Stoic definition based 
on Cicero’s De natura deorum – a text probably known to Hugh through 
the medium of the Explanationes in Ciceronis Rhetoricam of Victorinus 
(fl.  fourth century).17 This definition proposes a distinction between 
the primary creative power of nature and the animating fire that, linked 
with the element of water, is a secondary creative force. Although Hugh 
avoids the pantheistic implications of this Stoic definition, he was clearly 
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inspired by it, as he also uses the term ignis and artifex in other contexts: 
for example, he casts the Holy Spirit as an artificer who uses the fire of 
love to inspire virtue, while working in cooperation with grace and the 
free will of man.18

Another teacher of John, William of Conches, was also provoked by 
Cicero’s ambiguous comment, writing in his Dragmaticon philosophiae, 
‘As Cicero says, “it is difficult to define nature”; however, as the term is 
understood here, nature is a certain force implanted [insita] in things, 
producing similar from similar.’19 For William, the four elements (fire, 
air, water, earth) result in four visible ‘elementa mundi’, or elements of 
the world (hot and dry – of fire; hot and moist – of air; cold and moist 
– of water; and cold and dry – of earth). In turn, these ‘elementa mundi’ 
combine in various permutations to result in the four forces of nature 
(‘vires naturae’) – attractive, retentive, digestive, and expulsive – and are 
active in all the workings of the observed world.20 In his earlier work, 
Philosophia, William referred to the Platonic World-Soul, as described in 
the Timaeus, and compared it with the Holy Spirit, but this comparison is 
absent from the Dragmaticon, seemingly as a result of William’s growing 
assurance in the consistency and dynamic order of the natural world.21 
William, along with other scholars such as Bernard Silvestris and Gilbert 
of Poitiers, distinguished between the initial creative work of God, who 
made the world from nothing, and the productive forces of nature, which 
are self-perpetuating but autonomously moderated and advanced by the 
continued participation of humanity.

John of Salisbury’s definition of natura

These varied interpretations of natura demonstrate the range of debates 
that developed around the term; they derived their inspiration from neo-
Platonism and Stoicism, and were prompted by diverse sources, includ-
ing the Bible, classical intermediaries and the contemporary classroom 
context. As noted, Cicero’s ‘non-definition’ of nature was a popular 
prompt for the debate, despite the fact that it was frequently removed 
from its original rhetorical context. John of Salisbury initially applied it 
in a limited manner in his account of the modalities which invite rever-
ence for a person; nature (sex, race, place of birth, family, age) is one 
among several features leading to reverence, alongside office, character, 
rank and fortune.22 He notes that while defining nature is difficult, per 
Cicero, defining fortune is even harder. This is because nature has some 
substance (‘substantia’), and fortune has none. He points out that ‘Nature 
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provides the origins of things, which could not be if, in truth, it did not 
exist. What does not exist at all, cannot provide existence to something 
else. As fortune does not exist it cannot be defined.’23 While rank can, 
on occasion, proceed from nature, or from duty or character, fortune’s 
origins are unpredictable. It would seem that the thrust of John’s use of 
Cicero’s comment on the vagaries of defining nature in this instance is 
to argue that fortune has no validity in determining whether a person is 
worthy of reverence or not; he does not aim to provide an explicit com-
mentary on nature, but to criticise capricious ‘fortuna’. However, a corol-
lary of his conclusions is the oblique implication that nature in itself has 
substance, and is in turn generative. Nonetheless, we must look to other 
parts of his work to find a more concrete analysis of what nature demands, 
and the degree to which it is of significance in determining the relationship 
of man to the world around him, and to his fellow human beings.

In the first book of the Metalogicon, John provides a more philosophi-
cal insight into his views on nature. He writes:

Nature is, according to some (although it is difficult to explain this 
definition) a certain generative force, grafted in all things, whereby 
they can act or have the ability to do so. It is called generative, because 
everything obtains both its cause of being from it and its principle of 
existence. Everything obtains its suitability for this or for that from 
its composition, whether its composition is reckoned in name as ‘of 
parts’, whether it comes from an origin of matter and of form, as in 
simple things that do not permit an aggregation of parts, or whether the 
reason of its composition is solely constituted by the decree of divine 
goodness.24

John regards this final form of composition as the ‘first nature’ (‘prima 
natura’), a Platonic perspective transmitted to John from Victorinus’s 
Explanationes in Ciceronis Rhetoricam, which asserts that Plato claimed 
that ‘nature is the will of god’.25 Thus, all created things come ultimately 
from God. Meanwhile, the generative force that emanates from nature is 
secondary: ‘That force which is originally implanted in each and every 
thing and constitutes the source of its activities or aptitudes is a nature, 
but a created one.’26

John notes that most definitions of natura provided by various authors 
refer to this ‘created nature’. Even the ‘ignis artifex’, which produces 
visible effects by invisible means, is created. The principal problem with 
this ‘created nature’ is that, while it can be powerful and effective, it is also 
mutable. It can as easily be corrupted and impeded by vices, as it can be 
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helped or repaired by aid. Similarly, nature can be aided or abetted by 
care or neglect. Nature’s gifts must be fully realised through study, and 
when aided by virtue may grow strong.27 John’s perspective has certain 
traits of neo-Platonism, but also has a Christian quality. As Gregory 
noted, a characteristic of the cosmological perspective associated with 
the scholars of Chartres was the limitation of the role of God in nature to 
the creation of the elements and the human soul.28 The work of nature 
(‘opus naturae’) consisted of everything else; it was the product of sec-
ondary causes, of physical reason. God was not the continuing efficient 
cause throughout nature, rather God’s initial role as creator facilitated 
the dynamism of the natural world, to the extent that it subsequently 
regulated itself. John conceded that the ‘principle of movement [in cre-
ated nature] traces back to God’, a view he claims Aristotle would agree 
with.29 This theory finds a parallel in Peter Abelard’s Hexaemeron, where 
it is contended that ‘nature is the power of things conferred upon them at 
the beginning which prepared them henceforth to give rise to anything, 
that is, sufficient to bring them about’.30 It is a ‘vis’ that continues the work 
of the creator, assuring a ‘similitudo nascentium’ – a likeness of being: a 
force equated with the will of God.31 This force of nature engenders man, 
implying the immanence of God in nature.32 However, John also saw 
a continued role for nature as a creative impulse in the world; man, in 
cooperation with nature, works through reason for the perfection of the 
arts.33 Indeed, no art could develop without nature, or if it did it would 
be sterile and useless, as ‘the beginning of all things is in nature’. To work 
against nature – ‘invita Minerva’, using the Ciceronian trope – would lead 
to negligible achievement.34

John writes that nature is ‘a certain generative force, grafted in all 
things, whereby they can act or have the ability to do so’. Although 
Stephen Epstein does not refer directly to John in his analysis of the place 
of grafting (‘insitio’) in theories of nature in the Middle Ages, it is illumi-
nating to examine John’s definition in this context.35 The botanic proce-
dure of grafting, that is the joining of parts of two plants for the purpose of 
propagation, was influential for medieval notions of inheritability. It was 
also theologically significant: Hildegard of Bingen spoke of the creation 
of Eve as a grafting process, and grafting was also used as a metaphor in 
Romans 11:24 to convey to Gentiles and Jews their role in faith; they were 
as branches grafted from a wild olive tree to a cultivated one, supported 
by a common root.36 Although an interventionist process, grafting was a 
way of improving and facilitating nature’s activities. So by using this spe-
cific term, John suggests that nature is continually (and causally) active in 
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the world; the term is also found in the writings of his teacher William of 
Conches, as observed above. To explore this causal efficiency further we 
must look to another of John’s texts, Entheticus, where – in the context of a 
discussion of the beliefs of the Peripatetic school – John provides a further 
analysis of the causal power of nature. John, drawing on the Peripatetic 
view, identifies the ‘idea of the good’ (‘idea boni’) as the ‘source of truth’ 
(‘veri fons’), and as the active (first) cause of things. The ‘causes of things’ 
(‘rerum causarum’), in John’s words, emanate from this source. John calls 
this series of causes ‘nature’, and describes it as that which ensures that all 
things attain the fulfilment intended for them by their genus. It is, in other 
words, the ‘final cause’ of everything.37

John combines this important principle, that nature is essential to the 
ordering of all things in the world, and continually active in it, with a 
Stoic principle: that is, the concept of nature as a guide.38 The concept of 
‘nature as guide’ derives from Cicero’s De amicitia, V. 19. In recommend-
ing nature as a guide to man, Cicero depended on a Stoic notion regard-
ing the seminales rationes inherent in man, which continuously facilitated 
the pursuit of virtue. The Stoics believed that these seminal reasons (in 
Greek, logos spermatikos), emanating from God (Logos), were the source 
of all matter, and were the active cause of all that happened in the world. 
The causal capacity of such seeds stemmed from their materiality, which 
was infused in all things, and in turn gave humans the capacity to approxi-
mate the divine. Seneca identified nature with divinity in a similar manner 
in De beneficiis: ‘For what else is nature but god and the divine reason that 
pervades the whole universe and all its parts?’39 Nature serves to animate 
man through the constant presence of the creative impulse in the world. 
Seneca, understanding nature as at once created, and becoming in turn the 
generative force dictating all circumstances – expressed in Stoic terms as 
aethereal fire – presented a pantheistic, materialistic, interpretation of the 
role of nature.40 He argued that one should act in accordance with the pur-
pose that has been pre-ordained for each person since Creation. Man can 
only achieve his highest good if ‘he has fulfilled the good for which nature 
designed him at birth’ – what reason demands of him – that is, ‘to live in 
accordance with nature’.41 In Naturales quaestiones, Seneca made specific 
reference to the derivation of all things from seminal causes: ‘Whether the 
world is an animated being, or a body governed by nature, like trees and 
plants, there is incorporated in it from its beginning to its end everything 
it must do or undergo.’42 For Seneca, the validity of nature’s guiding role 
was based on the principle that the world contains within its creation all 
the ingredients that determine its fate.
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While these Roman texts may have offered a route for John into the 
Stoic theory of seminal reasons, it is more likely that he was influenced 
by the mediated version of the theory he would have read in the writings 
of Augustine. For Augustine, the fate of all things was established since 
primordial times and known to, and dependent on, God. To explain this, 
Augustine adapted the Stoic idea of the rationes seminales, seeing them 
as imitiative of the form of the rationes aeternae, the eternal reasons in the 
mind of God. These created rationes seminales, which are the source of 
all matter, explain the continuation of God’s purpose in a world created 
from nothing; they are causally active in the material world. But while 
the Stoics saw the rationes seminales as material particles of the divine, 
Augustine viewed them as simply created by God; they are not God 
themselves. However, as they are imitative forms of the rationes aeternae, 
they act by enabling humanity’s potential knowledge of God’s mind; they 
allow participation in the divine, rather than permitting man to actually be 
divine.43 John incorporates some aspects of Augustine’s theory of semi-
nal causes to show the continued immanence of God in the world.44 He 
reflects on Plato’s view that nature can be equated with the will of God in 
Policraticus, Book II. 12: ‘And so the wisdom and goodness of God, from 
which all things originate, is rightly called nature – against which nothing 
can be done, because nothing cancels the purpose of God, or deprives 
the causes which have existed from eternity in the mind of Him, whose 
understanding made the heavens, from accomplishment.’45 John proceeds 
to refer directly to the ‘res seminales’ that cause events and which, in a 
preordained time, produce their effects. John describes this process as 
‘miraculous’, because the reason behind the process is hidden.46 Nothing 
can, therefore, be contrary to the will of God, as God is nature.47

The influence of Augustine’s interpretation of rationes seminales on 
John is clear when we consider the context of this discussion, that is, 
the role of phenomena and portents in human history. John notes that 
the portents surrounding the Day of Judgement ‘will not be subject to the 
laws of nature’, if ‘by nature we mean the customary course of events and 
the hidden causes of events for which a reasonable explanation can be 
given’.48 This echoes the Augustinian notion that ‘portent, therefore, does 
not occur contrary to nature, but contrary to what is known of nature’.49 
John, like Augustine, suggests that the natural order of the world, although 
initially ‘hidden’ from humanity, can potentially be discerned through the 
ultimate knowledge of God. Everything, according to Augustine, follows 
the ‘orderly scheme of nature’; the continuous development of the pur-
pose inherent in nature, corresponding to God’s will, leads to harmony. 
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John shares with Augustine the perspective that God’s plan is worked 
out progressively throughout human history and believes that, when that 
is achieved, a harmony will exist among all created things.50 While John 
noted, in his enumeration of the things that invited reverence for a person, 
that nature, unlike fortune, has substantia, a material existence, it is clear 
that his understanding of this materiality was dependent on Augustine, 
who saw rationes seminales as imitative of God’s rationes aeternae but not 
in themselves material particles of the divine.51 John, similarly, does not 
go so far as to adopt the Stoic position that material particles of the divine 
were inherent in nature. Nature imitates God, rather than being God – a 
definitive departure from Stoic pantheism. Nevertheless, the immanence 
of nature in the world gives it its character – as producer, facilitator and 
guide: roles that ensure its continued effectiveness as a causal force. In 
spite of the adaptations made, this study of the influence of the theory of 
rationes seminales illustrates how Stoic sources provided ample flexibility 
for patristic and medieval scholars, facilitating the identification of the 
‘god’ of the Stoics with the ‘God-creator’ of the Bible.

Reason

If following nature can be seen as a prescriptive recommendation on 
John’s  part, then reason is the tool that facilitates the perception and 
discernment of its rules.52 In Book II of the Policraticus, John describes 
reason as allowing human consciousness to understand a range of expe-
riences: first, ‘matter’, ‘which sense perceives and which necessarily 
has form’, which John considers to be the ‘first and unique substance’. 
Secondly, the mind perceives ‘that without which substance can nei-
ther exist nor be understood’, which John terms a ‘second substance’.53 
Reason ‘defines what understanding had conceived’ – what was first per-
ceived through the senses.54 John notes that this two-stage process of rea-
soning is generally more useful in the immaterial realm of the mind than in 
the physical world.55 Reason, therefore, allows discernment between the 
different situational properties of being, and true nature.56 According to 
John, man was solely selected by God to be a participant in divine reason, 
which distinguished him from the animals. This capacity resulted from 
God breathing life into man, imbuing him with a ‘spiritus’, ‘which comes 
from and will return to God’, thus rendering him able to contemplate 
the divine, a description that has overtones of the Stoic idea of seminales 
rationes.57 John even makes explicit reference here to Seneca’s treat-
ment of reason as ‘a certain part of the divine spirit, immersed in human 
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bodies’.58 However, it is clear from John’s critique of this position that he 
denies the corporeality of the ‘divine spirit’ to which Seneca referred.59 
On the one hand, he says that Seneca can be understood as suggesting 
that the anima mundi was divided into individual souls, an error that 
John identifies as shared by the ‘Gentiles’, who mistakenly equate the 
anima mundi with the Holy Spirit. On the other hand, John defends 
Seneca’s interpretation by suggesting that in adding the term ‘quaedam’, 
Seneca qualified his statement, demonstrating that he meant it as a ‘figure 
of speech’. This second interpretation, which John describes as ‘kinder’, 
implies that reason is not a quantitative part of the Holy Spirit, but a 
part ‘by virtue’. Reason holds status as a ‘modo uirtus diuina’, a means 
of divine virtue, but cannot be literally interpreted as ‘part of him whose 
simplicity is absolute’, that is, God.60 John’s adoption of a non-corporeal 
interpretation of Seneca’s words enables him to Christianise the Stoic 
notion of reason as diffused in man.

However, John does not entirely resist the notion of the corporeality 
of particles of reason in the mind. In his discussion of the Stoic position 
in Metalogicon, II. 20, John claims that the Stoics suggest that matter is 
coeternal with God but that God is the ‘conciliator’, not the ‘creator’ of 
matter. John claims that the Stoics posit three principles of existence: 
matter, form and god. The presumed source of John’s reformulation of 
Stoic thought is Seneca’s Letter 65, on the subject of causation; all things 
come into being, according to the Stoics, through ‘cause’ and ‘matter’, but 
as Seneca adds, cause is ‘created reason’, or god.61 Cause/god, the active 
principle, identified here with reason, shapes matter. In referring to a triad 
of principles (matter, form, god), rather than simply matter and cause, 
John is not necessarily misinterpreting his source. In fact, John proceeds 
to comment that form and matter are intrinsic to each other. Both are cre-
ated ex nihilo by God, and ‘by this way form exists through matter, just 
as matter is discerned by form’.62 One could not exist without the other. 
What is significant to John (and to the Stoics) is the primacy of the 
creator’s role as the principal cause. Although Michael Lapidge terms the 
inclusion of a third principle of existence in this passage – that is, form 
– an ‘error’ on John’s part, it is, rather, a recognition by him that matter 
cannot exist without form, a perspective consistent with his understand-
ing of God’s continued animating role in nature.63 Thus, a third element 
is implicit and necessary in his reading of the Senecan dictum: it is neither 
superfluous nor fallacious.

That said, John denies that this implies the coeternity of matter and 
form with God. Contrasting the Stoics and the Epicureans in Metalogicon, 
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Book IV. 35, John comments that the Stoics believe that ‘matter’ and the 
‘Idea’ are coeternal with God, while the followers of Epicurus reject the 
significance of providence and of the ‘Idea’ (in the sense of a Platonic 
‘form’). By contrast, John presents the case of Bernard of Chartres, ‘the 
best Platonist of our time’, who believed that neither ‘matter’ nor the ‘Idea’ 
should be regarded as ‘coeternal’ with God. According to Bernard, the 
‘Idea’ is posterior to the triune divinity, as it does not require an external 
cause, and so is intrinsic to the divine, a view John appears to align with.64 
This is also apparent from John’s discussion of forms in Entheticus, where 
he comments that God is ‘informis’: ‘That which is truly simple, is altered 
by no motion, is not made old by time, always the same.’65 This example 
underscores the necessity of reading John’s works side by side in order to 
fully appreciate the blend of Stoic and neo-Platonic perspectives which he 
offers in order to explain the potential of reason in the world.

While John does not follow the Stoics in seeing material nature as 
coequal with God, he appropriates another Stoic perspective in order 
to validate the necessity of living in accordance with nature, that is, the 
Senecan suggestion that perfected reason (defined as virtue) is the appro-
priate end for man, and the source of honourable living.66 The force of 
Seneca’s assertion lies in its emphasis on the divine aspect of reason; it is 
a godly quality: ‘What, then is the difference between our nature and the 
nature of god? In ourselves the better part is the mind, in god there is no 
part other than the mind. He is entirely reason.’67 John, likewise, consid-
ers that ‘reason is ennobled by its divine origin’.68 Employing a metaphor 
that echoes some elements of his famous model of the body politic (espe-
cially in terms of the Roman imagery it evokes), he comments:

Since reason examines our senses, which, because they often fail us, 
can be suspected, nature, the best parent of all, has made our head the 
location of all senses; reason holds dominion over the soul, akin to the 
status of the Senate on the Capitol, where it sits in the apex of the head 
between the chambers of imagination and memory and can examine the 
judgements of sensation and imagination.69

It is interesting to note a subtle distinction implied here by John, that is, 
that reason may be situated in the head, but the head is not necessarily the 
only location of the soul. In the Policraticus, John describes the soul as 
responsible for the animation of the body, stating that ‘As long, therefore, 
as it [the body] is alive in all parts, it is disposed in accordance with a 
whole [the soul] which is not diffused part to part, but exists as a whole 
and operates in each and every part.’70 The soul itself is indivisible, but 
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this indivisibility does not prohibit its diffusion throughout the body, 
a perspective that John reinforces in the Metalogicon with reference to 
Cicero’s Tusculanae disputationes, where the immortality of the soul and 
the divinity of reason are discussed.71

Reason, however, cannot act alone. It operates in tandem with grace. 
John speaks of the ‘treasures of knowledge’ that are accessed through two 
means: the exercise of reason, which allows the discovery of what can 
be known, and revealing grace, which allows things that are hidden to 
become known. Reason facilitates the opening of the ‘book of knowledge 
… carried in the heart’ of all.72 Reason, when aided by grace, exceeds the 
limits of sensory perception by investigating things that are incorporeal 
and spiritual; this is the basis of wisdom.73 Furthermore, John distin-
guishes between reason as a ‘spiritual force that examines the nature of 
things’ and the ‘primitive’, or original, reason, which he considers to be a 
‘divine wisdom or power’.74 Using the metaphor of a sphere, he describes 
this original reason as the ‘nature of all things, their cause, process, and 
end’: it encompasses everything that exists physically in the world as well 
as the species (particulars) and genera of all things. John notes that ‘such a 
sphere can be seen as an image as well as an Idea of the world’, expressing 
the conceptual value of viewing divine reason as immanent in nature, if not 
materially diffused in it.75 Reason, therefore, is a ‘power of the soul’, and 
its understanding is based on what can be determined through the senses, 
or by intellect.76 Grace, on the other hand, ‘reveals what has been hidden 
by presenting it to our eyes’.77 The implication of this perspective that 
the true reality of things can be accessed only through knowledge aided 
by reason, or revealed by grace, is that the universal qualities of all things 
are inferable only through an understanding of what is hidden from the 
visible senses.78

John’s views on reason are significant for his understanding of univer-
sals, and worth exploring further. In seeing genera and species as mental 
representations of material specific things (that is, the basis of the knowl-
edge of sensible reality), John departs from the Aristotelian perspective 
that sees universals as existing only in things. Instead, he suggests that 
universals facilitate the process of attaining knowledge by providing a sort 
of interpretative shortcut; however, true understanding can be achieved 
only through nature and grace: ‘It is then through nature or through 
grace that each one can arrive at the recognition and knowledge of truth 
of those things that are necessary.’79 In this sense, John’s understanding 
of universals bears strong similarities to that of the Stoics, who considered 
them to be conceptual constructs informed by sense-perception; they may 
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resemble reality, but are not to be confused with it. Universals, according 
to this interpretation, are figments of the mind, but they remain useful 
to John as conceptual tools of analysis; as Michael Wilks put it, they are 
a ‘useful fiction’.80 Introducing the debate on ‘universals’, John lists a 
number of contesting views: ‘opinions which would identify universals 
with word sounds [uocibus], word concepts [sermonibus], sensible things 
[sensibilibus rebus], ideas [ideis], native forms [formis natiuis] or collec-
tions of things [collectionibus]’.81 As noted, John distinguishes between 
two types of knowledge: that which is aided by the use of reason (which is 
already superior to simple sense perception) and that facilitated by the use 
of grace. The result, ‘intellectus’ or intuitive understanding, achieves what 
reason investigates and is the source of wisdom (‘sapientia’).82 Therefore, 
as Brian Hendley contends, ‘Knowledge of a universal for John is not 
knowledge of a thing through its form (exact nature), but knowledge of 
the nature of a thing inferred from various sensibly manifested effects.’83

John’s distinction between reason as a ‘spiritual force that examines 
the nature of things’ and ‘primitive reason’ is found in the context of a 
description of the perspectives on ratio held by different philosophical 
schools. After discussing the positions of the Stoics, the Peripatetics and 
the Epicureans, John turns to the sceptical position of the Academicians.84 
He notes that some deny that anything can be known (universal doubt), 
and some allow only for knowledge of things that are obvious to everyone 
(mathematical and logical knowledge); meanwhile, a third group ‘of us’ 
use doubt as a tool of enquiry, accepting probable knowledge in cases 
where absolute knowledge is not accessible.85 This reference to the group 
‘of us’ suggests that John identifies with the Academicians, but the thrust 
of this statement should not be read simplistically as an expression of 
John’s philosophical affiliation, but in its appropriate context, that is, his 
investigation of Christian theories of providence and the nature of truth. 
Truth, for John, ultimately rests in God’s purpose for the world – a loose 
echo of Stoic theories of Logos and providential causes. John considers 
that God’s purpose, absolute perfect reason, is immutable, and can be 
equated with perfect truth.86 In his exposition of this point in Metalogicon, 
Book IV. 37, John refers to the immutability and immortality of the Word. 
God’s memory, wisdom, knowledge and word (here identified with 
reason) are one.87 The truth of reason rests, therefore, in the truth of the 
Word of God: permanent, immutable and eternal.
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Living in accordance with nature: reason, virtue and intention

Living in accordance with nature, and according to rational principles, 
involves an understanding of the demands of virtue, a dominant theme 
in John’s writings and those of the Stoics that will be fully assessed in 
Chapter 5. In brief, according to the Stoic perspective, the significance 
of a virtuous action lies in the agent’s relation to it: the virtuous person 
will develop a conscience that conforms with rationality (for the Stoic, 
the rationality of nature, for John the rationality of God’s purpose as 
expressed in nature). The intention behind an act, therefore, becomes 
the significant element through which its merit can be judged, and 
through which vice can be resisted. In this respect, the intention to follow 
nature is as important as the act of actually following nature. The Greek 
Stoics recommended the pursuit of apatheia, that is, the ability to reject 
the significance of the passions as true goods. The desired end was to 
avoid being ruled by morally indifferent externals, things that did not 
contribute to the cultivation of virtue, among which the passions were 
counted – even eupatheiai, ‘good emotions’ – and to regard only true 
goods as worthy, notably the rational adherence to virtue. Emotions, or 
passions, were problematic for the Stoics; they were maligned because 
they frequently acted in the place of reason as a basis for action, but they 
were also, as Plato and Aristotle argued, impossible to avoid because of 
their reactive spontaneity. In order to explain why spontaneous emotions 
existed, the Stoics distinguished between pre-emotions, or ‘first move-
ments’, which are involuntary reactions to a situation, and true emotions 
which involve voluntary assent. A wise man may experience an affective 
involuntary response to a situation, but the Stoic sage will never rely on 
such responses in judging between what is good and what is bad (and will 
invariably reject indifferent passions).

The doctrine of ‘first movements’ in the Latin tradition is found in both 
Senecan work (especially De ira, which as we have noted received some 
attention in the medieval period in its redaction by Martin of Braga) and 
in Ciceronian work, with Richard Sorabji drawing particular attention 
to Tusculanae disputationes, III.  82–3.88 It was also of interest to early 
Christian commentators, although, as Sorabji notes, from the time of 
Rufinus’s translation of Origen, ‘first movements’ become conflated with 
genuine emotions, as they are incorrectly connected with bad thoughts, 
which in scriptural sources ‘come from the heart’.89 A prime example of 
this confusion, according to Sorabji, is found in a story of a shipwreck 
involving a Stoic sage that is borrowed by Augustine from Aulus Gellius’s 
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Noctes Atticae, XIX.  1. In Augustine’s retelling, the Stoic reacts to the 
shipwreck by becoming pale; he describes him as having ‘shuddered [per-
horrescere] with danger as to give witness to fear with pallor’. The shud-
dering and act of becoming pale, in Augustine’s mind, demonstrated an 
involuntary consent on the part of the Stoic to fear – a consent, Augustine 
reasons, that shows that the Stoics are unable to reject the passions to 
the extent to which they claim.90 Sorabji argues that Augustine’s inter-
pretation lies in the lack of clarity of his source. In his telling of the story, 
Aulus Gellius uses two verbs without distinction to describe the Stoic’s 
reaction: pallescere (to pale) and pavescere (to tremble). The latter verb 
implies for Augustine that the Stoic is feeling more than an involuntary 
pre-emotion, an interpretation that Gellius did not necessarily intend to 
present. Regardless, Augustine’s critique of Stoic first movements would 
prove to be highly influential for the medieval understanding of this Stoic 
doctrine.91

John discusses this story at length in Policraticus, Book VII. 3, and it is 
worth examining the way it fits into his broader views on intention. John 
introduces his adaptation of Augustine’s presentation with a brief sum-
mary of Stoic doctrine:

Now one of their [the Stoics’] widely accepted opinions was that there 
was no place in the mind of the sage for fear; as everything is the result 
of necessity it is folly to fear what cannot be avoided. On the contrary, 
the only remedy is that the man of prudence may equip himself with 
strength and fortitude and, by the power of endurance, may receive 
all the weapons of necessity as upon the solid shield of invincible 
courage.92

The word ‘necessity’ is used here in the Stoic sense of ‘fate’. The account 
given by John of the value of fortitude as a remedy against fear bears simi-
larities to that provided in Seneca’s Naturales quaestiones, II. 59, where it 
is recommended that the soul should be strengthened, not so that the sage 
escapes the weapons of necessitas, but so that he can endure them bravely, 
claiming that ‘We [the wise] can be unconquered, but not unshaken.’93 
After recounting the story of the ship at sea, John quotes the summary 
provided by Augustine of the doctrine of ‘first movements’: ‘The dif-
ference between the mind of a sage and that of a fool is that the fool by 
mental consent yields to his passions while the sage, although he cannot 
help experiencing these emotions, retains unshaken a true and sound 
view with regard to things that it is reasonable to pursue and reject.’94 
However, while Augustine concludes his critique by noting that there 
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are not many differences, save terminological quibbles, between how the 
Stoics and other philosophical schools deal with the passions, John con-
cludes his discussion in a different vein. He argues that the Stoics are in 
error because they claim that they can resist the passions solely through 
their own volition, without the aid of God’s grace. Even if the passions 
were to be ‘turned to the use of justice’, they would still be dependent on 
the mercy of God. He concludes by stating that ‘Following Scripture, the 
initium of wisdom and the finis of humility is fear of God.’95 John’s denial 
of the validity of the Stoic position, unlike Augustine’s, does not rest on 
a critique of its coherence but on the fact that the Stoics have a misplaced 
faith in their own capacities. Fear of losing riches, or even of death, does 
not provide a sound basis for the Stoic to make a rational decision, while 
for the Christian, fear of God and a will to conform to his teachings must 
work in conjunction with rationality to ensure correct action.

It is in the light of these considerations on what constitutes a true reac-
tion to a situation that we must examine John’s views on intentionality. 
He writes: ‘An action becomes criminal not in itself but from its inten-
tion. No display of virtue gives an act distinction if its origin is derived 
from pleasure.’96 An action is considered a virtuous one, therefore, only 
if it is undertaken for the right reasons, with the passions regarded as an 
inappropriate motivation. John notes later that if one intends to carry out 
an act, ‘but does not have the power to do so, God will regard it as com-
pleted, and it will attain the same reward’.97 An important corollary of this 
is John’s contention that virtue cannot be feigned; the appearance of virtue 
must be matched by a genuine commitment to its precepts, that is, virtu-
ous behaviour must be matched by virtuous intention. John claims that 
the very expression ‘good faith’ derives from the relation between correct 
intention and correct action, a perspective he attributes to the Stoics (and 
derives from Cicero’s De officiis).98 Following nature, therefore, necessar-
ily requires a mind that is directed towards its pursuit, a mind that must 
be informed by virtuous intentions, not misled by external considerations. 
The mind informed by reason will necessarily align intention and action; 
this is the best way to follow nature – a perspective shared by John and 
the Stoics.

In a single case, John refers to the Stoic ‘scintillula rationis’, the 
‘little spark of reason’, a term that carries the sense of a superior natural 
goodness, innate and specific to man.99 The context is John’s discussion 
of self-indulgence and lust. Referring to Deuteronomy 32:15–17, John 
describes how the Israelites turned away from God, their saviour, and by 
engaging in gluttony and lust ‘extinguished the spark of reason’. The term 
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‘scintillula rationis’ has a significant twelfth-century heritage, notably 
on account of its conflation with the scintilla conscientiae described by 
Jerome as equivalent to synderesis, or a natural inclination to the good.100 
Peter Lombard, writing in the Sentences, refers to the ‘superior spark of 
reason’ (‘superior enim scintilla rationis’), which, according to Jerome, 
remained unextinguished even in the murderous Cain. This ‘spark’, in 
Peter’s interpretation, consisted of a natural desire on the part of man 
for the ‘good’, and remains extant even in the worst sinners.101 The use 
of ‘scintilla rationis’ by Peter is presumably inspired by Augustine’s De 
civitate Dei, XXII.  24, where Augustine refers to the ‘spark of reason’ 
that remained in man after the Fall. It is intriguing that, despite the fact 
that most scholars in this period accept that the scintilla rationis is inex-
tinguishable, John implies that the excess of the Israelites is sufficient to 
negate it. The consent of the Israelites to ‘devote themselves to the spirit 
of Bacchanalians’ is not, apparently, simply a flawed exercise of free 
will, contrary to the natural inclination towards the good; rather, their 
perversion leads to the total extinction of this natural inclination that is 
characteristically human. John’s perspective is all the more striking in 
view of the fact that later scholars, such as Philip the Chancellor, would 
distinguish between conscience and synderesis, and argue that while con-
science may err, synderesis is never mistaken; as it is non-deliberative, it 
does not entail the possibility of making a wrong choice.102 Given the con-
text of the remark, it is possible that John used the phrase without taking 
account of its implications for ethical causality, but, whether read simply 
as anti-Jewish polemic or not, it seems to indicate that a natural inclination 
towards the good is not necessarily a given and may be revoked. Broader 
implications aside, this passage underscores the necessity of grace work-
ing as an accomplice to reason in the pursuit of life in accordance with 
nature. Without grace, reason lacks efficacy. The Jews, subject to the 
‘Law’ of the Old Testament, are excluded from the grace that facilitates 
access to the highest truths of nature.

Conclusion

From this survey of the significance of nature and reason it is apparent that 
John built his political theory on the foundations of an account of rational, 
virtuous living. Man needs to be guided by the precepts of nature (innate 
in God’s providential plan for the world) in order to live virtuously, a 
recommendation that can be achieved only through the development and 
application of right reason. By borrowing elements from Stoic doctrine, 
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such as a modified version of the theory of seminal causality and the dif-
fusion of rationality in all things, John elides ‘living in accordance with 
nature’ with ‘living in accordance with God’s purpose in the world’. The 
process is Stoic; the result is Christian. The mechanics of John’s approach 
are apparent in this brief overview of his views on intention. Here, by 
conflating the Christian rejection of things unnecessary to God’s purpose 
with the Stoic rejection of the indifferents, John suggests that any action 
undertaken for a purpose other than the pursuit of virtue (such as the 
accretion of external gains) is contrary to virtue, and to life in accordance 
with nature. In the next chapter it will be examined how this forms the 
basis of an account of appropriate exercise of duties, the best way of living 
in accordance with nature in the public sphere.
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3

Defining duties:  
the cooperative model of the polity

If, for John, ‘following nature’ has a normative role in how human socia-
bility is best ensured – aided in this respect by the combined forces 

of grace and reason – then a key part of living according to nature is the 
responsibility it enjoins on man to carry out reciprocal services to others. 
This system of enacting duties is carefully calibrated in John’s works, with 
every individual being obliged to carry out duties which are appropriate to 
their status within the polity. This theory of reciprocal political obligation 
underpins the relational model of the body politic sketched out in Book 
V of the Policraticus, a model that is informed by classical and Christian 
precedent. Indeed, the importance of the appropriate division of duties 
is clear from the prominence given to it in the opening chapters of the 
Policraticus. In Book I. 2, John draws a distinction between the derivation 
of certain obligations from nature, and those obligations that derive from 
one’s duty. Obedience to natural law is a type of duty but, generally speak-
ing, obligations that derive from duties are only applicable to certain indi-
viduals, whereas nature’s prescriptions are applicable to all.1 However, as 
John proceeds to demonstrate, many duties ultimately derive from natural 
conventions, and so extend beyond the sphere of personal concern. Book 
I. 3 demonstrates that such a position has its precedent among the ‘phi-
losophers’ who recommend that everyone should be ‘content with their 
own activities and interests’, while – on both the level of the individual and 
that of the community – everyone should be solicitous of the requirements 
of public utility.

John refers here to the ‘philosophers’ and, as further investigation will 
show, his theory of duties is heavily dependent on classical ideas, par-
ticularly those of the Roman Stoics, transmitted to John through Cicero 
and Seneca. Most notably, as this chapter will demonstrate, John adapts 
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a significant guiding principle from the Stoics for a Christian audience: 
that is, oikeiôsis. This term – essentially untranslatable from the Greek – is 
defined by Julia Annas as ‘the tendency we have both towards develop-
ing self-concern and towards developing other-concern’.2 According to 
Stoic theory, humans have a tendency to extend their initial feelings of 
self-preservation (common to animals and pre-rational humans) to care for 
others, as their sense of reason develops. By this account, correct actions 
are those that tend towards self-preservation and then extend to the pres-
ervation of others and, in their broadest conception, to the social whole. 
The virtuous individual will seek out such actions, choosing them on 
rational and altruistic grounds. Oikeiôsis is a process, therefore, by which 
the individual learns to distinguish between what is oikeion (appropriate, 
familiar or belonging to him) and what is allotrion (alien) and prefer the 
first. This is the basis of a binary division by which all societal goods and 
impulses can be classed. As Gretchen Reydams-Schils notes, a distinc-
tive feature of the Roman adaptation of Greek Stoicism is its emphasis on 
social responsibility.3 While the community was conceived by the Stoics 
to include gods and men, it started with the individual. Indeed, the term 
oikeiôsis itself derives from ‘oikos’, the ‘household’ – the basic social unit. 
As the first step, self-preservation, is a natural impulse innate from birth, 
the progressive widening of the rational self’s duty to care for others is also 
a natural impulse. It is, in the truest sense, the basis of living by nature 
and endearing oneself to all that is appropriate in nature. Gerard Vérbeke 
pointed out that the selective function of oikeiôsis also serves a role in the 
works of Aquinas, where it forms a basis for the development of his take 
on synderesis, discernment through reason.4 John of Salisbury, however, 
provides an even earlier example of the coherent application of this Stoic 
concept.

The Roman adaptation of oikeiôsis

In order to demonstrate that the exercise of appropriate duties in John’s 
writings plays a role similar to that in Stoicism, we must examine the 
sources of this concept in more detail. It is important to acknowledge that 
the medieval process of assimilation of ideas about oikeiôsis is a complex 
one because of their reiteration in different contexts – Greek, Roman 
and Christian. On account of its Latinity, medieval uses of Stoicism 
were heavily dependent on the Romano-Christian tradition, while later 
appropriations would depend more heavily on the Graeco-tradition.5 As 
noted, oikeiôsis in the Roman tradition places a special emphasis on social 
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relations and their exercise in the community, emphasising the connec-
tion between parts of that community and its whole.6 John of Salisbury’s 
account of relationships within the body politic echoes this aspect of 
Roman theories of oikeiôsis; but which classical accounts of oikeiôsis were 
readily available to him in the twelfth century?

The most thorough account of the Roman Stoic process of oikeiôsis is 
found in Cicero’s De finibus bonorum et malorum. Writing in De finibus, 
Cicero says: ‘a living creature feels an attachment for itself, and an impulse 
to preserve itself and to feel affection for its own constitution and for those 
things which tend to preserve that constitution. … This leads to the con-
clusion that it is love of self which supplies the primary impulse to action.’7 
A significant feature of Cicero’s account is the focus it places on oikeiôsis as 
a ‘developmental’ process. Using Cato as a mouthpiece, Cicero explains 
how the primary basis of oikeiôsis is ‘life in harmony with nature’. Nature 
provides the impulse for parental love of offspring – ‘we derive from nature 
herself the impulse to love those to whom we have given birth’ – and this 
concern for others then extends to all of society: ‘parental affection is the 
source to which we trace the origin of the association of the human race 
in communities’.8 The discussion in De finibus, III.  62, expresses the 
naturalness of society by referring to a metaphor of the body: the procrea-
tion of children is accommodated by the ‘conformation of the body and its 
members’.9 Just as ‘some parts of the body, such as the eyes and the ears, 
are created as it were for their own sakes, while others like the legs or the 
hands also subserve the utility of the rest of the members’, so too humans 
are designed to serve each other in bonds of mutual aid: ‘it follows that we 
are by nature fitted to form unions, societies and states’.10

Throughout the discussion in De finibus, Cicero connects the develop-
ment of oikeiôsis to the practice of ‘appropriate acts’ – translated from the 
Greek, kathêkon, to the Latin, officium: ‘the first “appropriate act” (for so 
I render the Greek kathêkon) is to preserve oneself in one’s natural consti-
tution’.11 With the attainment of wisdom, the Stoic sage will then be able 
to perform katorthômata, which Cicero translates as ‘recte facta’.12 Such 
perfect actions will be performed with a deliberate intention to follow 
nature, resulting from a stable personal disposition.13 Kathêkonta, or offi-
cia, span the whole range of acts by the wise man and the non-wise man; 
they are inclusive categories that include katorthômata.14 An officium is 
an act-type that is neither good nor bad, but a particular officium will be 
materially good or bad depending on whether or not it is in conformity 
with nature.15 If an act is both in conformity with nature and intentionally 
performed by a rational agent who aims towards such a conformity with 
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nature, then it is a perfect officium: an action approximating a recte factum, 
a katorthôma.

The connection between the correct exercise of duties, reason and 
nature inherent in the idea of oikeiôsis is at the root of the Stoic assertion 
that ‘living in accordance with nature’ can be connected with ‘choos-
ing what is in accordance with nature’.16 Thus, not only does oikeiôsis 
serve to provide the motivational basis for performing officia (that is, it is 
connected with a primary impulse of self-preservation), but it also links 
with a secondary ‘objective’ standard: attaining homology with nature. 
The acquisition of reason is, therefore, at the root of altruism. A rational 
person will self-reflectively notice that he has been caring for other beings 
all along because they ‘belonged to him’, but now that he is rational, every 
other thing that is rational will also ‘belong to him’.17 In viewing it as a nor-
mative determinant against which the content of duties can be evaluated, 
we move from the first element of oikeiôsis to its second element, from 
‘self-concern’ to ‘other-concern’.

As noted, Cicero translates the Greek terms kathêkonta and katorthô-
mata as ‘officia’ and ‘recte facta’ respectively. Translating the Greek 
vocabulary of oikeiôsis and its related terms proved a challenge, then as 
now, but one that permitted a certain flexibility of interpretation. In some 
cases, the transliteration was straightforward; for example, ‘allotrion’ is 
translated in the Latin tradition as ‘alienum’. ‘Oikeiôsis’ was translated by 
Cicero as ‘commendatio’ or ‘conciliatio’, words which, while not direct 
translations of the term, have a similar personal quality.18 Translations 
could be more flexible, however, and were often less technical.19 In the 
case of the translation of ‘kathêkonta’ as ‘officia’, for example, such flex-
ibility extended the potential application of the term. As Brunt points out: 
‘In common speech officium could mean both the kind of service which 
social conventions expected one man to render another, and the function 
of a magistrate, for example, or a senator. Its use in ethical theory sug-
gested that such services and functions constituted moral obligations.’20 
Therefore, Cicero conflates the theoretical actions that can be performed 
in conformity with nature with the actual roles performed by people in 
political society, thereby connecting following nature with the perfor-
mance of the duties appropriate to one’s social position.

Although De finibus contains Cicero’s most detailed discussion of 
oikeiôsis, the state of its manuscript transmission makes it unlikely that 
John of Salisbury had access to the text. Webb credited John with 
a number of quotations and allusions to De finibus, but it is likely 
that these echoes come from other intermediary sources, or are simply 
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commonplaces.21 However, other sources served perfectly well as con-
duits for the transmission of the theory of oikeiôsis and its associated impli-
cations for the performance of duties. For example, much of the material 
regarding the developmental nature of oikeiôsis expressed in De finibus 
can also be found in De officiis, Cicero’s text on duties. Here virtuous 
living in accordance with nature is founded on the bonds of affection that 
develop between man, ‘a sharer in reason’, and his fellows:

From the beginning nature has assigned to every type of creature the 
tendency to preserve itself, its life and body, and to reject anything that 
seems likely to harm them, seeking and procuring everything necessary 
for life, such as nourishment, shelter and so on. Common also to all 
animals is the impulse to unite for the purpose of procreation, and a 
certain care for those that are born.22

Cicero explains that the first obligations of this theory of care are towards 
one’s family, but extend towards others:

It [Nature] drives him to desire that men should meet together and con-
gregate, and that he should join them himself; and for the same reason 
to devote himself to providing whatever may contribute to the comfort 
and sustenance not only of himself, but also of his wife, his children, 
and others whom he holds dear and ought to protect.23

The degrees of extension of care are carefully calibrated in De officiis, 
where they are an element of Cicero’s two-part definition of justice. Justice 
involves, first, not doing harm to another, unless motivated by a wrongful 
action, and secondly ‘that one should treat common goods as common 
and private ones as one’s own’. These are the basis of ‘the fellowship of 
men’ and the rational foundation of the community.24 Justice is inherently 
linked to oikeiôsis (expressed by Cicero here as ‘commendatio’); each 
person will wish to endear himself to others, not because this is intrinsi-
cally rational, but because it is the best possible manner to ensure the good 
of the political community. Correct exercise of duties in extending care 
from one’s family to others can lead to reverence from other members of 
the polity, as expressed by Cicero in De officiis, II. 46:

One wins commendation primarily, then, for modesty, along with rev-
erence for parents and goodwill to one’s family and friends. Young men 
become known most easily, however, and in the best way, by attaching 
themselves to such famous and wise men as concern themselves with 
the good of the political community. By associating with such as these, 
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they will inspire in the people the belief that they too will become like 
those whom they have chosen to imitate.25

De officiis even offers a discussion of the vocabulary of duties, whether 
‘middle’ or ‘complete’:

For a duty can be called either ‘middle’ or ‘complete’. ‘Complete’ duty 
we may, I think, label ‘right’, as the Greeks call it katorthôma; while 
the duty that is shared they call kathêkon. They give their definitions 
in such a way as to define complete duty as what is right; while middle 
duty, they say, is that for which a persuasive reason can be given as to 
why it has been done.26

It is clear from this excursus that sufficient material to reconstruct Cicero’s 
views on oikeiôsis, the validation of life in a community dependent on a 
shared notion of natural duties, was available in De officiis, a text we know 
that John had access to and used.

Appropriate duties in the writings of John of Salisbury

John’s application of the idea of oikeiôsis can be demonstrated in two 
ways: first, through his explicit use of its Latinised vocabulary; secondly, 
through its implicit echo in his discussion of duties, which he considers 
to be rationally underpinned by the extension of self-care. With regard to 
the first point, John does not refer to the specific terms used by Cicero to 
express oikeiôsis: commendatio and conciliatio. Instead, he refers to the 
opposite of what is oikeion: what is allotrion, Latinised as alienum. In 
Policraticus, Book I. 2, alienum is defined as ‘that which does not follow 
from the principles of nature or duty’.27 John means this in the sense of 
something that is contrary to what is appropriate, familiar or belonging to 
man, as is clear from the subsequent discussion.28 He points out that ‘nat-
ural law’ is a part of duty. Any violation of the laws of nature (‘the mother 
of all’) can, therefore, be compared with parricide: those who defy the laws 
of their parents commit a ‘sacrilege’. By creating a parallel between respect 
for one’s parents and respect for natural law, John situates the latter in the 
context of the familial bonds upon which society depends. He proceeds to 
comment that in certain cases ‘moderate humour’ and a concern for what 
is ‘useful’ (rather than, presumably, what is honourable) are not contrary 
to nature, as long as no one is harmed by the act. However, that which is 
truly alienum will always be in conflict with either the demands of duty or 
those of nature, and is classed as an ‘error or a crime’.29
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John pursues this theme further in Book I of the Policraticus, distin-
guishing between the common obligations resulting from natural concern 
for oneself (the first manifestation of oikeiôsis) and those that result from 
the extension of rational self-concern to others (the exercise of officia in 
the social and political context). If an act is committed purely for the pur-
poses of pleasure or necessity it is a violation of duty and nature: an act is 
good only if it is primarily aimed at following nature through the proper 
exercise of reason, even if it contains a component of self-gratification. 
Intention plays an important role: ‘Another reason why an act can be dec-
orous, whether it comes to a stop by necessity, or thrives through utility, 
or shines out through honour, is when the entire being of the deed is capa-
ble of being coloured by the intention of the mind.’30 A similar emphasis 
on the role of intention in validating an activity is shown in his discussions 
of gambling (I. 5), music (1.6) and acting (I. 8). Indeed, the question of 
what constitutes an appropriate act is a constant preoccupation of Book I 
of the Policraticus. Although John does not use Cicero’s positive vocabu-
lary of oikeiôsis, he is clearly concerned with the rational motivations that 
underpin the exercise of duties.

As noted, one of the key features of the Roman presentation of oikeiôsis 
was the emphasis placed on social responsibility; one extended care of 
self to care for the community, broadly defined. Following the discus-
sion of what is alienum, John proceeds to discuss the distribution of 
duties. John refers to the ‘pagan philosophers’ who considered that the 
res publica hominum functioned best when everyone, whether a city- or 
country-dweller, was content with his own belongings and pursuits. In 
this fashion, one and all were concerned for the utility of the polity. John 
presents an intriguingly meritocratic account of the distribution of prop-
erty, which is to be divided according to the worth (‘ex merito’) of each 
person and safeguarded by ‘caritas’, which ensures that no one appro-
priates the goods of others.31 Kate Langdon Forhan posited that John’s 
discussion of ‘what could be termed alienum’ set the scene for a possible 
conflict between the norm of natural law and obedience to natural duties, 
suggesting that John implies a ‘separation of legality from morality’ as ‘it is 
within the context of self-knowledge and self-betrayal that the differences 
between obedience to duty and obedience to natural law are indicated’.32 
However, even if the Ciceronian definition of justice, ‘to each his due’, 
is calculated in material terms on the basis of one’s worth and the fruit 
of one’s industry, it is not solely a matter of the dry application of legal 
measure. Instead, caritas and bonds of affection between members of the 
political community are presented as correctives to the unjust distribution 
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of goods. One’s sense of self is necessarily linked to one’s care of others 
within the community, when seen through the lens of the development 
of oikeiôsis. Conceptualising John’s comments on what is alienum within 
the context of a broader discussion of what constitutes appropriate duties 
demonstrates that there cannot be a disjunction between individual duty 
and the exercise of natural law in his mind. Rather the opposite is the 
case; each guarantees the other. Just distribution rests, therefore, on the 
appropriate exercise of one’s duties in the political system in a manner 
commensurate with one’s specific function and role.

In Book V of the Policraticus, John develops the idea of duty further, 
linking the idea of officia as duty and officia as expressive of one’s political 
role.33 Referring to Cicero, John points out that we are obliged to honour 
our parents and those related to us, a precept followed by all nations, and 
one that also had precedent in the biblical commandments. John asserts 
that this is a natural impulse: children honour their parents, and when a 
man leaves his parents for a wife he and she become ‘one flesh’, and so are 
also motivated to honour each other. John notes that this is mandated by 
divine writings, but that such a mandate is hardly necessary, considering 
the strength of nature’s motivation in enjoining man to honour his rela-
tions and acquaintances.34 In line with the developmental aspect of Stoic 
oikeiôsis, John regards the first impulse supplied by nature as concern for 
one’s bloodline, a concern that is then extended to others. John deliber-
ately under-emphasises the role of divine law in this instance and implies 
that following nature is a sufficient guide in this case, a point reinforced in 
Book III of the Policraticus, where John demonstrates the power of bonds 
of affection: ‘Affection is the more effective bond because it approaches 
what is familiar to nature, and whatever is joined by the knot of affection 
is united to the soul.’35 It is worth noting that while this account focuses 
on Cicero as the source for John’s Stoic interpretation of oikeiôsis, John 
could also have accessed some of these Stoic sentiments from other 
sources, notably Seneca’s letters, which also provide an account of the 
development of the community of reason and the necessity to love one’s 
neighbour.36 What all these examples illustrate is that John borrowed not 
only some of the vocabulary of officia from his Roman sources, but also the 
philosophical doctrines upon which they depended.

His perspective on the reciprocal performance of duties is one of the 
main features of John’s political theory that can be described as ‘com-
munitarian’. Communitarianism posits that the self is ‘embedded’ in the 
community: the community plays a vital role in shaping personal identity, 
values and purpose. Rejecting the individualist premises of liberalism, 
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modern communitarians place emphasis on how humans enact their polit-
ical roles in their social, cultural and historical context.37 Communitarians 
also posit that the community should be intrinsically valorised, and 
that solidarity is a normative good that should be actively sought within 
political life. Communitarianism, although a broad church, fundamentally 
recommends that considerations of the ‘common good’ should motivate 
political life, although agreement on what this common good consists of 
is more challenging to reach. Writing in 1992, Cary Nederman described 
John as contributing to this tradition by exemplifying what he termed 
‘communal functionalism’: ‘the claim that the community is, in the first 
instance, composed neither of individuals nor of citizens but, rather of 
functional groupings or parts, arranged according to the nature of their 
contribution to the communal whole’. Nederman based his discussion 
upon an analysis of John’s model of the body politic, which he described 
as ‘the expression of a principle of cooperative harmony’, noting John’s 
references to the ‘utility of all’, ‘public utility’ and ‘public advantage’.38 
Nederman correctly notes that the practice of justice motivates such coop-
eration, but suggests that each part of the polity is morally autonomous 
in choosing and acting upon the correct course, thus emphasising the 
role liberty plays in John’s thinking. What is proposed here, instead, is 
that John’s sense of liberty is a necessarily limited one, constrained by the 
fact that humans are obliged to feel a sense of duties towards one another, 
a sense that is not exclusively a matter of will, but develops naturally 
through the growth of a rational capacity to recognise that the good of the 
self is best achieved through respecting the good of all. Nederman regards 
Aristotle as the principal source for John’s account of the ‘common good’ 
as a necessary feature of public life.39 As this account shows, however, an 
alternative inspiration for his views must considered: John’s appropria-
tion of Stoic ideas of oikeiôsis offers a rational explanation for agreement 
upon, and action in coherence with, the common good.

The Christian contribution

John proceeds to define duties in Book V. 4, investigating the means by 
which office holders become worthy of reverence. Duties are imposed on 
the individual ‘ex institutis aut moribus’, by law or moral custom. Some 
duties are public, and some are private (pertaining to the private status 
of individuals). John notes that there are almost as many private duties 
as there are different types of person; meanwhile, those who exercise 
public duties will obtain reverence in proportion to the eminence of their 
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role. Public duties are of two varieties: those that are decreed by divine 
law, and those that come from human law, a division that John claims 
derives ‘from books of offices’, noting that as well as being discussed 
in ethical writings, duties are also a subject of canonists and lawyers.40 
This implies that John is not solely dependent on Roman sources in his 
conceptualisation of duties, but draws on Christian ones too. As Thomas 
Osborne notes, medieval Christians were eudaimonistic in their ethical 
perspective; virtuous behaviour maximised the good of the individual.41 
Even so, a preference for the common good does not involve the sacrifice 
of the individual’s good, as this is considered to be concomitant with the 
common good.42 Thus, John’s use of Christian sources in his account of 
duties should come as no surprise. Indeed, concern for others, expressed 
in Christian terms as caritas, is fundamentally linked with concern for 
oneself; this inspires each person to commend themselves to others, a 
view also evident in the epistles of Paul.43

The debt John owes to Christian sources in formulating how concern 
with oneself is linked with concern for others is clear from his discussion 
of the relationship between self-knowledge and the exercise of duties. All 
wisdom is dependent on self-knowledge, a perspective John may have 
borrowed from the writings of Bernard of Clairvaux: ‘The first task of a 
man aspiring to wisdom is the consideration of what he himself is: what is 
within him, what without, what below, what above, what opposite, what 
before and what after.’44 Self-knowledge is at the root of one’s capacity 
to properly perform duties; this philosophical (rational) contemplation, 
available only to the rational being, ‘bears fourfold fruit: benefit to self, 
charity for those close to one, contempt for the world, love of God’.45 
John further develops the relationship between self-knowledge and the 
exercise of duties in Policraticus, Book III. 1, where he points out that the 
truth of all things that are necessary can be accessed through either nature 
or grace. Awareness of duties is carried in a ‘book of knowledge’ in one’s 
heart; nature and grace, as demonstrated in Chapter 2, provide access to 
its contents. John connects the resultant knowledge with the best interests 
of the polity: ‘Therefore the recognition of truth and the cultivation of 
virtue is the general and universal safeguard of the individual, of the polity 
and of rational nature.’46 Indeed, in Book VIII. 5 of the Policraticus, John 
describes how the desire for self-advancement is balanced by the love of 
justice, the first being a matter of necessity and the second being a matter 
of will. While the love of justice (described by John as acting as a soldier 
for charity) does not have bounds, seeking, as it does, that which is of 
God, the love of self-advancement needs to be made subservient to utility. 
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Good character, according to John, must involve a person doing for 
another what he would want done for himself, and refraining from doing 
to another what he would not have done to himself (Matthew 7:12; Luke 
6:31).47 From this comes ‘love of freedom, love of country and, finally, 
love of those outside it’.48 This closely echoes the developmental aspect of 
oikeiôsis, already familiar from the Stoic tradition.

However, John regards this as motivated not only by rationality, but by 
the Christian virtue of caritas, charity, writing: ‘For he cannot fail to love 
freedom if he loves himself and his country and, by degree, those outside 
it, as whosoever loves his neighbour with sincere charity does, since, 
indeed, caritas ordinata consists in this.’49 The term ‘caritas ordinata’ 
was coined by Augustine in De doctrina christiana, and derived from 
Song of Songs 2:4, ‘ordinavit in me caritatem’. In I. 3–40 of De doctrina 
christiana, Augustine discusses how one can ‘use’ other people. They 
are correctly used when they are loved for God’s sake, but incorrectly 
used when exploited for earthly or temporal ends. Correct use requires 
‘caritas ordinata’, that is, love that is properly directed towards appropri-
ate ends.50 Written in the mid-twelfth century, the Summa decretorum of 
Rufinus suggested that proximity, extending from the familial circle to 
incorporate strangers, was a guide to the appropriate exercise of charity. 
Rufinus described this system of discrimination as ‘caritas ordinata’.51 
Therefore, the notion of charity as a duty-system constructed on the 
basis of associative bonds was a familiar idea in medieval Christian writ-
ings. Indeed, the Glossa ordinaria on the Decretum would propose a 
hybrid scale of merit based in part on one’s virtue and in part on one’s 
relational proximity to the giver.52 These examples demonstrate that in 
Christianising Stoic principles governing the performance of duties, John 
was inspired by contemporary discourse on Christian caritas.53 Like 
Augustine, John sees justice as defined not only in Ciceronian terms of 
giving to each their due, but also as founded on the Christological pre-
cept of not doing to one’s neighbour what one would not have done to 
oneself.54

Ambrose’s De officiis ministrorum

An important potential source for the Christian reformulation of Roman 
officia is Ambrose’s De officiis ministrorum; indeed, this may have been 
among the volumes in John’s mind when he referred to ‘books of offices’. 
This text, strongly dependent on Cicero’s De officiis, offers a discussion 
of two important aspects of the theory of officia, namely a distinction 
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between ‘perfect’ and ‘middle’ duties and an account of the relationship 
between the exercise of appropriate duties and mechanisms of societal 
bonding. Furthermore, Ambrose provides a rationale for the considera-
tion of officia by Christian thinkers, referring to the officium of Zacharias 
the priest, as described in Scripture.55 Ambrose, drawing on Cicero, dis-
tinguishes between what he terms ‘media officia’ and ‘perfecta officia’, and 
provides a scriptural justification for this distinction, that is, Jesus’ advice 
to the young man who wished to attain eternal life (Matthew 19:16–30). 
Ambrose identifies the ‘media officia’ as consisting simply in observance 
of the commandments, duties ‘in which there is something lacking’. In 
addition to telling him to follow the commandments, Jesus also advised 
the young man to give up his possessions and become a disciple. The total 
rejection of externals in pursuit of a life of virtue is described by Ambrose 
as a ‘perfect duty’, one which ‘sets right any duties which may have fallen 
short of the mark in one way or another’, what is ‘called by the Greeks 
katorthôma’.56

Implicit in Ambrose’s distinction is the idea that very few are able to 
achieve a lifestyle conducive to the exercise of perfect duties; this is akin 
to the Stoic idea that very few people are capable of achieving the status 
of the sage. By implying that the pursuit of perfect duty is a ‘vocation for 
a select group who have consecrated themselves completely to the service 
of God’s church’, Ambrose, as Davidson has suggested, transforms the 
‘Panaetian-Ciceronian casuistry … into a Christian ethic of a two-tier spir-
itual calling’. The result is that ‘by making perfection the only acceptable 
standard for his men, and by presenting God and the eschaton, not the 
human consensus and this world, as the real reference points, A[mbrose] 
ends up obliterating the Ciceronian notion of “middle” duty as an appro-
priate measure of moral achievement for a spiritual elite’.57 John’s account 
of the difference between public and private duties operates in a similar 
fashion to Ambrose’s distinction between ‘middle’ and ‘perfect’ duties, 
which are transposed in John’s version to a politico-social setting. Just 
as Ambrose implies that the real challenge is not simply observance of 
the commandments, but a total surrender to a life of virtue, so too John 
describes private duties as a second-order obligation when compared with 
public duties, which are exercised not just for personal purposes, but for 
the good of the whole community.58

Because of the similarity between Ambrose’s De officiis ministrorum 
and Cicero’s De officiis, it is often hard to distinguish which of these 
sources John was using. It is likely, in fact, that he drew on both. A notable 
example of this is found in the discussion of officia in Policraticus, Book 
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I. 4, where John examines the merits and demerits of hunting. John, as 
noted, places a heavy emphasis on the role played by intention: ‘Deeds 
are coloured by their result and purpose; an act is seemly if it is preceded 
by an honourable cause.’59 John satirically points out that knowledge of 
hunting is the ‘first element of virtue’ according to contemporary students 
of the liberal arts – presumably the followers of Cornificius, reviled in the 
Metalogicon – who claim erroneously that it constitutes the via to the peak 
of happiness, a route that was previously ascended laboriously only by 
those who climbed the path of virtue.60 John then considers whether hunt-
ing, classed among the ‘curialium nugas’, can rightfully be counted as 
‘indifferent’. It is a source of ‘immoderate pleasure’ and ‘subverts reason’. 
However, this does not necessarily mean that the fault lies in the act itself. 
John compares it to the intoxicating qualities of wine; a man may become 
drunk, but this is the fault of immoderate consumption by the man, not 
the fault of the wine. Similarly, hunting can, in certain circumstances, 
become ‘useful and honourable’, depending on ‘place, time, manner, the 
individual and purpose’.61 In the end, as John points out, ‘what is most 
seemly for a man is the thing that is most his own’, an aphorism borrowed 
directly from Cicero, who John refers to as the ‘ethicus’.62 Within the same 
section, however, John remarks, ‘Indeed, your intention, as the wise man 
[sapiens] says, gives its name to your deed’, a reference to Ambrose’s 
De officiis ministrorum.63 Although this was a common aphorism in the 
Middle Ages used by, among others, John’s correspondent Peter of Celle, 
its application in this context underscores the fact that, although John is 
discussing a worldly pursuit, his conclusions have implications for the 
inward-facing Christian.64 It also attests to the simultaneous application 
on John’s part of both Cicero and Ambrose’s ‘books of offices’, refuting 
Beryl Smalley’s conclusion that John ‘made a deliberate choice in prefer-
ring the original De officiis to a patristic rehash’.65

Duties: structuring the body model

One of the most innovative ideas found in the Policraticus is the com-
parison between the polity and the human body, with each organ or 
limb representing a different element of the res publica.66 Introducing it 
in Book V of the Policraticus, John asserts that his metaphor is based on 
a Roman text called ‘The Instruction of Trajan’ by Plutarch, which he 
claims to follow in general, rather than specific, terms.67 John’s unwilling-
ness to assert that he is reproducing his source accurately has led to claims 
that this so-called text of Plutarch was an invention – an argument that 
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will be examined more fully in the next chapter. In this model, the prince 
is the head of the res publica. The religious community is situated in the 
soul. The senate is placed in the heart. The eyes, ears and tongue are the 
judges and governors of the res publica. The hands equate to officials and 
soldiers. Courtiers and assistants to the prince correspond to the flanks of 
the body. The digestive system is akin to the financial officers of the polity. 
Finally, the feet of the body are the peasants.68 John summarises Plutarch’s 
vision of the res publica thus: ‘A res publica, according to Plutarch, is a 
certain body that is animated by the benefice of divine favour, acts at the 
nod of highest equity and is ruled by a type of rational management.’69

While the body metaphor offers an acute critique of the individual roles 
within political society, as will be investigated in depth in the next chapter, 
John also intended his metaphor to illustrate the exercise of appropriate 
duties. This is indicated by the content of the letter he sent introducing 
the text to his friend Peter of Celle. John writes:

All things on earth derive their strength from mutual aid … it is for 
this reason alone that all things go upon their way, because the same 
indwelling spirit of unanimity nurtures the concord of things dissident 
and the dissidence of things concordant, and arranges the diverse parts 
of the body of the universe as though they were its members, in order 
that they may be attuned together for mutual and reciprocal service. 
Thus it is that in the human body the members serve each other and the 
offices of each are allotted for the benefit of all. There are less of some 
and more of others according to the size of the body, but all of them are 
united to secure the body’s health; they differ in their effects, but if you 
consider the health of the body, they are all working for the same end.70

This summary posits a relationship between mutual care (‘mutuis aux-
iliis’), reciprocal public duties (‘singulorum officia publicis usibus’) and 
the common good (‘salutis omnia’). Indeed, this is the conceptual crux 
of the body metaphor. Duties – officia – were, as noted, motivated by 
natural impulses, extending from the rational self-care of the individual to 
the individual’s care for the family and subsequently for the whole com-
munity. The exercise of appropriate duties creates, and in turn depends 
upon, a web of rationally constructed reciprocal relationships. The body 
is a uniquely appropriate vehicle for the expression of such relationships, 
as it is an organic unity whose physical parts function together, each being 
capable of individual movement while remaining subservient to the whole.

While precedents for John’s comparison between the microcosm of the 
body and the macrocosm of the polity will be assessed more thoroughly in 
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the next chapter, the remainder of this section focuses on the value of the 
body model as an expression of the division of officia and their exercise. 
Yeager notes that John’s discussion of the body politic starts with the 
assumption that there is already in existence a ‘corpus of human associa-
tion’; John does not seem to see any great novelty in his use of corporeal 
language.71 It is the manner, therefore, in which John appropriates the 
metaphor of the body to understand social roles and the nature of officia 
that is ultimately of concern. However, a brief look at antique precedent 
for the use of the body as an exemplar of associative links remains of value. 
Cicero serves as an important forerunner to John, with De officiis showing 
how the exercise of appropriate political duties is concomitant with the 
virtuous arrangement of the body and its activities. The basis of the anal-
ogy is found in Book I of De officiis where Cicero refers to the ‘appropriate 
arrangement of the limbs’ of the body, ‘its parts in graceful harmony’. Its 
‘seemliness’ is a product of ‘the order and constancy and moderation of 
every word and action’.72 Just as the body has been organised to allow 
optimal modest conduct, with ‘sense of shame’ hiding ‘the parts of the 
body that are devoted to the necessities of nature’, so too must the actions 
of those in the polity be rational and seemly.73 Cicero describes how the 
body mirrors the polity in terms familiar from Platonic discourse, saying, 
‘let them [those who take charge of public affairs] care for the whole body 
of the republic rather than protect one part and neglect the rest’.74 He 
further develops this theme in Book III, with reference to the ‘limbs’ of the 
body, which must not exceed their purpose, just as each man should avoid 
pursuing his own advantage at the expense of others, for fear that ‘fellow-
ship and community among men would be overthrown’.75 This mutuality 
of dependence is necessary as ‘the benefit of each individual and the ben-
efit of all together should be the same’.76 This is Cicero’s guiding formula 
expressed in its clearest form; in the resolution of conflicts between what 
is honourable and what is useful, it must be ensured that the benefit 
accrued to one and the benefit accrued to all are not in contradiction.77

We find a similar application of the model to convey relational duties 
in John’s near-contemporary Hugh of St Victor. In Hugh’s De institu-
tione novitiorum, the necessity that ‘each part of the body performs it 
own function (officium) and does not usurp that of another, and then that 
each accomplish its task (officium) as decently as modestly, so that the eye 
is not offended by indiscipline’ is emphasised. Hugh also recommends 
clear differentiation of roles, ‘so that each part of the body confines itself 
to the functions (officia) for which it was created and does not confuse 
its role (ministerium) with another’.78 Hugh extends his account of offi-
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cia to make recommendations for the res publica, which he describes 
as ‘a human body in which every member is assigned its own duty’. An 
emphasis is placed on staying within the bounds of one’s prescribed role: 
‘while one member wrongfully claims for himself the duty of another 
member, how can the harmony of the body but be lessened? At any time 
such a movement impairs another movement, the arrangement that nature 
moderates has been disturbed.’ In this fashion, ‘neither the duties of the 
members are exchanged, nor confusingly mixed’.79 Hugh’s goal in using 
the body metaphor is different from John’s (seemly and appropriate per-
sonal behaviour, rather than normative political recommendations, is his 
focus), but his comparison between the officia carried out by respective 
parts of the body and political officia demonstrates the facility of the body 
metaphor for understanding the role of duties, as well as attesting to the 
contemporary popularity of the analogy.

It is worth noting that the body metaphor ascribed to Plutarch is 
not the only corporeal analogy developed in the Policraticus. John also 
references the fable of Menenius Agrippa as recounted in the History of 
Rome of Livy (59 BC–AD 17).80 The story describes the dissension of the 
other parts of the body against the stomach owing to their claim that all 
the members were working for the nourishment of the stomach with no 
return. Upon starving the stomach, however, the rest of the body lost its 
power, thus demonstrating the necessary interdependence of body parts. 
Livy says that Menenius Agrippa used this fable to ‘show how like was the 
internal dissension of the bodily members to the anger of the plebs against 
the Fathers’.81 John refers to this fable in Book VI. 24 of the Policraticus, 
but he ascribes it to Pope Adrian IV, saying that it was cited by the pope 
in conversation as a defence of the papacy’s financial policy.82 Several 
changes can be observed in the version attributed to Adrian; when reach-
ing a resolution ‘all took refuge in the counsel of the heart’ (the heart is 
the seat of the Senate in John’s model), and the members are described as 
‘persuaded by reason’ in their solution.83 The application of the tale in this 
context is particularly apt; John twists the point of the story to fit Adrian’s 
case that the financial workings of the papacy should be respected, but he 
also plays on the metaphoric association between matters of finance and 
the less savoury aspects of digestion: the officers of the treasury are situ-
ated in the stomach and bowels of his corporeal model.84 Thus, the story 
works on two levels – as an example of the necessity of cooperation, with 
each doing the duty appropriate to him for the favourable working of the 
whole, and as a satirical commentary on the money market of the papacy, 
tainted by its association with defecation.
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On the basis of the reference to the fable of Menenius Agrippa found in 
Book VI. 24, another poem, entitled ‘On the Conspiracy of the Members’, 
has been attributed to John.85 Regardless of its authorship, it is an inter-
esting example of the twelfth-century popularity of Livy’s story and, by 
extension, of the use of the body metaphor. Its take on the fable states 
that ‘we ought to live not for the belly, but for reason; a good man wants 
to have her as leader, not him’. The poet allows the belly to speak, and it 
declares that its role is that given to it by Nature. The conclusion of the 
poem enforces the idea that all must do their respective duty:

They rise, they set about their duties, they pay their debts,
The individual members pay attention to their own work.
Whom Nature made partners of life, mutual
Care then makes all partners of toil.86

The implication is that ‘mutual care’ (‘mutua cura’) obliges all who are 
‘partners of life’ (‘socios vitae’) to cooperate together. While it is unlikely 
that the poem is by John, its emphasis on the disaggregation of duties to 
individual members of the polity, who are also bound in a cooperative 
relationship founded on care, offers a striking contemporary parallel to the 
ideas present in the Policraticus.

Conclusion

Existing scholarship on John’s use of the body model has largely under-
estimated the subtleties of the relationships between different parts of the 
body, focussing instead on single aspects: turning from the role of the 
head to that of the feet, from the power of the soul to that of the army. Such 
analyses are primarily concerned, however, with seeking to identify a spe-
cific locus of power in medieval society, or with extrapolating conclusions 
about individual social classes. While these objectives are meritorious, 
they tend to isolate elements of John’s theories indiscriminately without 
evaluating his perspective as a whole. By emphasising instead the role 
of duties and the reciprocal relationships between members of the polity 
that result from a natural extension of care from the self to others, the per-
spective presented here takes into account the subtleties of the individual 
relationships between different parts of the body (politic) and their con-
tribution to the social whole. This investigation amplifies Kate Langdon 
Forhan’s interpretation of John’s work as ‘polycratic’, which suggested 
that the interdependence of the members of the bodies implied multiple 
centres of political rulership.87 Emphasising the mutuality of the mem-
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bers, Forhan posited that John’s use of the body metaphor ‘stresses nei-
ther duality nor subordination but interdependence’ between groups and 
individual political actors.88 However, without an accompanying thesis on 
the significance of duty in John’s model, Forhan’s analysis is incomplete. 
It emphasises utility, not questions of mutual benefit or responsibility, 
and should be corrected by a more nuanced approach that does full credit 
to the sophistication of John’s views. As will be demonstrated in the next 
chapter, John’s corporeal model is innovative as it pays attention to the 
abstractly political on a micro-level; it examines the rationale behind the 
actions of political entities, and the diversity and agency of individual 
members, while situating such observations within the context of a society 
dominated by secular and divine powers. Certain ambiguities result from 
John’s application of a bounded physiological metaphor to a political 
system whose limits remain open to negotiation. The next chapter will 
examine how the body metaphor works in practice to shape, as well as 
restrict, John’s conclusions about political society.
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pp. 273–300 (p. 292).
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dans la culture politique (Angleterre, vers 1150–vers 1330) (Paris: Garnier, 2010) for 
an interpretation of how John similarly uses the word officium to describe both a 
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pastum, ut latibula, ut alia generis eiusdem. Commune item animantium omnium 
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Lachaud correctly notes that officum and alienum are opposing poles for John 
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esta forte iocunditas uel utilitas subest, et nemini noceatur, hoc etenim non aduer-
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regitur quodam moderamine rationis.’
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	72	 Cicero, On Duties, I. 98, p. 39; De officiis, I. 98, p. 100: ‘Ut enim pulchritudo cor-
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tione dictorum ominum atque factorum.’

	73	 Cicero, On Duties, I.  126, p. 49; De officiis, I.  126, p. 128: ‘quae partes autem 
corporis ad naturae necessitatem datae aspectum essent deformem habiturae atque 
foedum, eas contexit atque abdidit’.

	74	 Cicero, On Duties, I. 85, p. 33; De officiis, I. 85, p. 86: ‘ut totum corpus rei publicae 
curent, ne, dum partem aliquam tuentur, reliquas deserant’.

	75	 Cicero, On Duties, III. 22, p. 108; De officiis, III. 22, p. 288: ‘si unum quodque 
membrum sensum hunc haberet, ut posse putaret se valere, si proximi membri 
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est’.

	76	 Cicero, On Duties, III. 26, p. 109; De officiis, III. 26, p. 292: ‘Ergo unum debet esse 
omnibus propositum, ut eadem sit utilitas unius cuiusque et universorum’.
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	79	 Hugh of St Victor, De institutione novitiorum, in L’Oeuvre de Hugues de Saint 
Victor, vol. 1: De institutione novitiorum. De virtute orandi. De laude caritatis. 
De arrha animae, ed. H.  B.  Feiss and P.  Sicard, trans. D.  Poirel, H.  Rochais 
and P.   Sicard (Turnhout: Brepols, 1997), XII, p. 72: ‘Est enim quasi quaedam 
respublica corpus humanum, in quo singulis membris sua officia distributa sunt. 
Dum ergo unum membrum alterius membri officium inordinate sibi vindicat, quid 
aliud quam concordiam universitatis pertubat? Cumque aliud suo motu alterius 
motum impedit, certe illi quam natura moderatur, dispositioni contradicit. Prima 
igitur est custodia disciplinae in gestu, ut unumquodque membrum in eo ad quod 
creatum est officia se contineat, neque alterius membri ministerium sui admistione 
confundat. Id est, ut oculi videant, aures audiant, nares olficiant, os loquatur, 
manus operentur, pedes ambulent, quatenus neque transmutentur officia membro-
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	80	 Livy, History of Rome, ed. and trans. B. O. Foster (LCL 114; Cambridge, MA: 
Harvard University Press, 1919), II. 32, pp. 324–5. Cicero used a version of this 
story also: De officiis, III. 22.

	81	 Livy, History of Rome, II. 32, p. 325.
	82	 Note that John accessed Livy’s Histories through a late first-century, or second-

century, epitome of Roman history by Florus: see Martin, ‘John of Salisbury as a 
Classical Scholar’, p. 185; C. Kostick, ‘William of Tyre, Livy and the Vocabulary 
of Class’, Journal of the History of Ideas, 65 (2004), 353–68 (359–60).

	83	 Pol. VI.  24; 2, p. 72: ‘Ad cordis ergo consilium omnia redierunt ibique habita 
deliberatione ratio patefecit’; see L.  Scanlon, Narrative, Authority and Power: 
The Medieval Exemplum and the Chaucerian Tradition (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2007), pp. 98–100, for the rhetorical significance of the employ-
ment of this model by John: ‘In this exemplum, as in Livy’s before it, narrative is 
literally power. By telling a story Adrian defends not only his authority but also his 
practical exercise of power, and its possible oppressiveness’ (p. 100).

	84	 A further example of a twelfth-century use of this fable is found in the work of 
Marie de France (fl. c.1180–c.1189), who concludes her rendition of ‘The Fable of 
a Man, his Belly, and his Limbs’ thus: ‘What every free person ought to know: | 
No one can have honour | Who brings shame to his lord. | Nor can his lord have it 
either | If he wishes to shame his people. | If either one fails the other | Evil befalls 
them both.’ In Readings in Medieval Political Theory 1100–1400, ed. and trans. 
C. J. Nederman and K. L. Forhan (Indianapolis: Hackett Publishing Company, 
2000), p. 25. It should be noted that Nederman and Forhan’s assertion at p. 24 
that John of Salisbury could have heard Marie telling the fable at Henry II’s court 
should be regarded as implausible. Although it is possible that Marie could have 
frequented Henry’s court prior to the Becket controversy – as her work shows 
some influence of Chrétien de Troyes, so could feasibly have been composed 
in the 1160s – it is most likely that her works were composed in the 1170s–1180s. 
See ‘Introduction to Marie de France’, in The Lais of Marie de France, trans. 
G. S. Burgess and K. Busby (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1999), pp. 7–20.

	85	 R.  Pepin, ‘On the Conspiracy of the Members: Attributed to John of Salisbury’, 
Allegorica, 12 (1991), 29–42 (31): ‘De Membris Conspirantibus is probably not by 
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John of Salisbury, or at least it is not a work of his mature years. Yet, these verses 
tell a charming, pointed story of wide appeal and utility in the schools during the 
late medieval period.’

	86	 R. Pepin, ‘On the Conspiracy of the Members’, lines 195–8, p. 41.
	87	 K. L. Forhan, ‘Polycracy, Obligation, and Revolt: The Body Politic in John of 

Salisbury and Christine de Pizan’, in M.  Brabant (ed.), Politics, Gender, and 
Genre: The Political Thought of Christine de Pizan (Boulder: Westview, 1992), 
pp. 33–52.

	88	 Forhan, ‘Polycracy, Obligation and Revolt’, pp. 34–5. On how the emphasis 
on social reciprocity in body metaphors facilitated the legitimation of social 
inequality see S. Rigby, ‘Justifying Inequality: Peasants in Medieval Ideology’, in 
M. Kowaleski, J. Langdon and P. R. Schofield (eds), Peasants and Lords in the 
Medieval English Economy: Essays in Honour of Bruce M. S. Campbell (Turnhout: 
Brepols, 2015), pp. 173–97 (pp. 184–9).
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4

Political relationships in context: 
the body politic

John’s model of the body politic takes its place among a host of diffuse 
metaphorical interpretations of the body in the twelfth century, the con-

tested nature of the metaphor being efficiently summarised by Caroline 
Walker Bynum:

It would be no more correct to say that medieval doctors, rabbis, 
alchemists, prostitutes, wet nurses, preachers and theologians had 
‘a’ concept of ‘the body’ than it would be to say that Charles Darwin, 
Beatrix Potter, a poacher, and the village butcher had ‘a’ concept of ‘the 
rabbit’.1

Bynum’s statement illustrates the wide variety of contexts within which 
bodily language and analogies were applied in the medieval period. The 
body was used pictorially, for example, as a literal ‘map’ upon which soci-
etal links could be illustrated; the diagram of the ‘body-familial’ traces kin-
ship links, with the most distant agnate and cognate relations taking their 
places at the extremities of the body.2 Some models were purely physi-
ological, examining different parts of the body as sources of the humours 
which determined the well-being of a person.3 Many body analogies 
derived their force from a tradition of reasoning from the microcosm to the 
macrocosm, where the physiology of the body represented larger entities, 
such as the natural structure of the universe – as seen for example in the 
Platonic parallel between the animation of the world by a World-Soul and 
the animation of the body by the soul.4 Finally, there was also an influ-
ential stream of discourse emanating from Christian writings where the 
‘Church embodied’ conveyed an image of unity.5 Notable in this respect 
are the Pauline Epistles, where an analogy is drawn between the Church 
and the corpus Christi.6 This chapter opens with a consideration of the 
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commonality of the body metaphor in the medieval period, looking briefly 
at some of its iterations in biblical and contemporary discourse. It then 
turns to a detailed examination of the parts of the body discussed by John, 
before concluding with a study of the potential sources for one of the key 
elements of John’s analogy: the requirement for moderation in the actions 
of the ruling head towards the members that make up its body.

The body in medieval discourse

The Pauline Epistles offered an important precedent for the use of body 
metaphors in medieval discourse. Here, the metaphor of the body is used 
to imply unity; each member of the Church may play an individual role, 
but all are incorporated in a common goal, the formation of a unified 
ecclesia, just as the different parts of the body work together to form a 
physical whole.7 1 Corinthians 12:22 advocates the necessity for the body 
to work for the protection of the weak, while 1 Corinthians 12:25 requires 
‘that there may be no dissension within the body, but the members may 
have the same care for one another’. In addition, 1 Corinthians 12:26 
recommends harmony between the members of the community: ‘If one 
member suffers, all suffer together with it; if one member is honoured, all 
rejoice together with it.’ Cooperation implies care in the Pauline model. A 
second level of interpretation of the metaphor regards the body not only 
as representative of the Christian community, but as expressive of the 
corporate body of Christ.8 In The King’s Two Bodies, Ernst Kantorowicz 
argued that the body metaphor in the Pauline tradition was simultane-
ously employed to refer to the binary nature of Christ (as both body and 
spirit) and to the ‘corpus mysticum’ of the Church as the organised body of 
Christian society.9 A hierarchical dimension of the metaphor is also devel-
oped, with Christ placed as the head of the body of the Church; Ephesians 
1:22 describes how God ‘put all things under his feet and has made him 
the head over all things for the church’. Ephesians 4:15–16 regards this 
ruling head as a source ‘from whom the whole body, joined and knitted 
together by every ligament with which it is equipped, as each part is work-
ing properly, promotes the body’s growth in building itself up in love’. 
Love is described as the binding force within the body of the Church: ‘But 
speaking the truth in love, we must grow up in every way into him who is 
the head, into Christ’ (Ephesians 4:15). While coherence is the dominant 
theme here, the body metaphor has additional uses; it encourages the 
protection of the weakest by the strong, but it also implicitly validates 
hierarchies within the Church. The Pauline Epistles, therefore, are an 
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important source for the normalisation of the use of corporeal language 
in the medieval period; through their emphasis on the body as a unified 
whole, on the necessity of cooperation between all parts, and on the hier-
archical dominance of the institutionalised Church over its members, they 
assert some of the principal ways in which the body metaphor could be 
manipulated for the expression of interrelationships.

An example of the continued relevance of the Pauline metaphor of the 
ecclesiastical body in the medieval period is found in the writings of the 
Cistercian abbot Isaac of Stella (d. late 1160s). Isaac’s writings provide 
an interesting parallel to those of John, as he was writing within a similar 
political and intellectual context. We know, for example, that Isaac also 
came from England to study in the schools of France, and he appears to 
have had some association with Thomas Becket, although the strength of 
this association is disputed.10 The metaphor of the body was frequently 
used by Isaac in his sermon collection. In Sermon 34, Isaac emphasises 
the indivisibility of the Church: ‘All those under the influence of the ever 
so holy Head of this Body are described as its members. The Body is one, 
just as the Head is, but the members are many. All this is based on analogy 
with a human body, which has its head uppermost and stands upright.’11 
Isaac depends on the physiology of the body to stress the reciprocity 
of relations within the Church, whereby bearers of different functions 
complement each other: ‘The eye cannot walk along the ground, nor can 
the foot give light to the body; yet both walking and seeing are necessary 
for the body, although both cannot be done by each part on its own.’12 
He also demonstrates how such reciprocity can aid both the strong and 
the weak. The weak benefit from care, but they also provide a ‘spiritual 
harvest’ for the strong: ‘the lower help the higher parts and are helped in 
turn by them; the same holds for those on the same level, for everything 
without exception belongs to each and another’.13 Isaac’s sermon shows 
the continued perceived value of the comparison between the body and 
the Church, and also offers a demonstration of how the body metaphor 
can be used to express the diversity of functions within a unified associa-
tion, an important aspect of the analogy.

While the examples examined so far have focused on the body as a 
metaphor for the Church, John’s contemporaries also used it as a descrip-
tive tool for society and its members.14 An influential source in this respect 
was the summary of Plato’s Republic preserved in the fourth-century 
commentary on the Timaeus by Calcidius, which was extensively stud-
ied, glossed and commented on by a group of scholars associated with 
the school of Chartres, among others.15 The Timaeus recounted how 
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Socrates separated society into farmers, the military and the guardians 
of the republic.16 This separation paralleled the macrocosmic order of 
the cosmos: the governing heavens, the angels and demons, the earthly 
domain. It also paralleled the motivating principles of the human body: 
reason, courage and appetite had their respective locations in the head, 
heart and genitalia.17 The tripartite divisions proposed in the Platonic lit-
erature were highly significant in the Middle Ages.18 An application of the 
Platonic model to political society is found in the Glosae super Platonem of 
Bernard of Chartres (d. after 1124), where the res publica is compared to a 
human body, with the principal citizens of the city living in its most promi-
nent part, just as reason is found in the head of the body. Meanwhile, the 
soldiers defending the polity live in the heart – the source of vigour – while 
workers live on the outskirts, keen to maximise profit, just as the lower 
parts of the body are associated with desire.19

A quadripartite division, by contrast, is found in Commentary on the 
First Six Books of the Aeneid by Bernard Silvestris (fl. 1130–60), which 
compares Aeneas’s city to the human body. Referring to the ‘four types of 
dwellings in the city’ and its ‘four orders’, Bernard finds four equivalent 
spaces in the human body. The head, ‘the first and most distinguished 
dwelling’, is the citadel – the place of the wise men, and the body’s source 
of wisdom, perception, wit, reason and memory. The heart is the ‘seat 
of spirit’, while the ‘seat of desire’, the loins, is the ‘home of the men of 
desire’. Finally, Bernard equates the outskirts of the city, where farmers 
are found, with ‘the extremities of the body’ – the hands and feet which 
produce action.20 For Bernard, the body is one among a range of potential 
metaphoric comparators, with the four quarters of a city being used to 
similar effect at a later juncture.21 In Cosmographia, a work demonstrably 
influenced by microcosmic and macrocosmic reasoning as the titles of its 
two books (Megacosmus and Microcosmus) suggest, Bernard provides a 
further variant on the Platonic tripartite division of the soul. He asserts 
that the head is the ‘seat’ of wisdom, where recollection, speculation and 
reasoning occur.22 The heart is ‘second in dignity to the brain, though 
it imparts to the brain the source of its vitality’.23 The desirous aspect of 
man is found in the loins and lower parts of the body.24 Here, however, 
the analogy between the division of the parts of the soul and the body 
functions as a means to understand the workings of the human body rather 
than society, reinforced by the fact that this description follows a discus-
sion of the humours.25

A similarly body-focused approach is found in the Glosae super 
Platonem of William of Conches, who, like Plato, divides wisdom into 
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intelligence, sense (meaning) and memory (signification).26 William situ-
ates wisdom in the head, spiritedness in the heart and desire in the loins. 
On the basis of this, he presents a modified version of the Platonic societal 
model:

According to this likeness, Socrates wanted there to be a senate in the 
citadel of the head, under it soldiers, as courage abides in the heart, and 
under the soldiers confectioners, as desire is in the loins. And as heavy 
feet in the lowest part of the body tread the earth, so farmers, hunters, 
and shepherds manage the land outside the walls of the city.27

Drawing particular attention to his extension of the body model to treat 
its ‘feet’, Dutton claims that William was a ‘popularizer of ideas’, who 
‘paved the way down which John of Salisbury was soon to walk’.28 As with 
Bernard’s model in the Cosmographia, however, the metaphor’s primary 
function in this case is to serve as a tool for understanding the workings of 
the human body, as demonstrated by the fact that it is also found within 
the context of a discussion of the humours. These neo-Platonic accounts 
illustrate that there was a precedent for establishing parallels between 
parts of the body and specific social groups. However, it is important 
to note that John’s application of the body metaphor does not depend 
directly on the Platonic model; while the Timaeus and its associated com-
mentary tradition may have inspired John, his version is far more com-
plex in terms of its divisions and parallels. Furthermore, while Bernard 
Silvestris and William of Conches used the comparison between the 
body and the city state to improve their understanding of how the former 
functioned, the opposite is the case in John’s model; the physiological 
structure of the body is assumed, and the focus is placed instead on what 
the analogy reveals about the workings of the polity.

Sources for John’s model of the body politic

In an influential article composed in 1943, Hans Liebeschütz forwarded 
the idea that the ‘Plutarchian tract’ referred to by John in the opening of 
Book V of the Policraticus was a fiction, an assertion based on the fact that 
John was the first scholar to refer to the Institutio Traiani, while all later 
mentions of its content can be shown to trace back to the Policraticus, not 
to an antique source.29 This idea has largely been accepted.30 Liebeschütz 
contended that John made up the text to add authority to his model: 
‘the ideas which John expresses within the framework of the Institutio 
Traiani shows a belief in the hierarchical structure of society, combined 
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with a desire to find sanction for this belief in classical writings and 
examples’.31 Liebeschütz posited an alternative source for John’s model, 
namely the Book of Sentences of Robert Pullen (d. 1146).32 He argued that 
John, a pupil of Robert, followed the sequence of the classes of society 
provided in the Sentences. Furthermore, Robert used a body analogy in 
his discussion of the role of the prince, also referring to the priesthood-
soul. That said, Robert’s application of the metaphor is limited; as Janet 
Martin pointed out, Robert stops short of using the body analogy to 
describe the functions of all parts of society, as his focus is solely on the 
ruling classes.33 Thus, his description of society is insufficiently detailed 
to be considered a direct source for John’s divisions of the body politic; it 
is hardly the ‘systematic order’ that Liebeschütz claims it to be.34 In addi-
tion, Liebeschütz’s conclusion that John and Robert look at the classes in 
society in the ‘same order’ seems inadequate as a basis for comparison; 
the order in which John describes the polity is primarily dictated by the 
physiological structure of his metaphor: he treats first the body’s internal 
organs, and then its external members.

From these observations it is apparent that Robert’s primary contribu-
tion to John’s model of the body politic may have been his popularisation 
of the metaphor. Even though there are undeniable similarities between 
John’s ideas and those of Robert, it more is plausible to regard such simi-
larities as the result of access to a common set of sources and discourse, 
rather than evidence of conscious imitation. Instead of focusing on iden-
tifying the source of John’s body metaphor, we should, rather, seek to 
establish his motivations in choosing it. Whether or not we accept that 
the Institutio Traiani was invented by John or derived from an antique 
or medieval text now unknown to us, it is imperative to note that he chose 
to ground his invented analogy in Roman classical discourse, a technique 
consistent with the heavy use of Roman sources throughout his work. It is 
also clear that John used the structure of the body metaphor to great effect; 
while it was a popular analogy, it was also the one that best expressed the 
observations he wished to make about political life. Even weaknesses of 
the metaphor are worked to his advantage; for example, John exploits the 
lack of consensus on one single locus of power within the body to subtly 
analyse the relationship between the priesthood and prince. Further 
examples of analogical induction include the metaphoric significance of 
the spatial distance between the head and the feet, the duality behind 
the ascription of one hand to the army and the other to officials, and the 
manner in which John divides up offices between external ‘limbs’ and 
internal organs.
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John suggests that ‘nature, the most loving of parents’ has arranged the 
body so that the inner parts are protected by the ribs and chest, saving 
them from violence. He recommends that the res publica copies nature 
by protecting its internal offices, while providing them with necessities 
for effective public ministry.35 This implies a distinction in purpose 
between the roles represented by internal organs and those represented 
by the body’s external parts. The body model is schematically effective 
for illustrating this distinction, as it permits the ‘decision-making’ roles 
to be located within the body, while the ‘active’ elements of the polity are 
compared to the external limbs. Both are equally important for the wor-
ship of God, which takes place either through ‘affection of the mind’ or by 
the ‘display of works’.36 Roles situated in the interior of the body comprise 
the heart as Senate, financial officers as the stomach, and the soul as the 
priesthood. Roles located in an intermediate position between the internal 
and external parts of the body include the characterisation of the prince 
as its head, and of the eyes, ears and tongue as the judges and governors 
of provinces. Roles that are unambiguously expressed externally are the 
representation of the hands as officials and soldiers, the sides as attendant 
officers to the prince, and the feet as the peasantry. In the following sec-
tions we shall look at each of these groupings of roles in turn.

Heart, senses and sides: keeping the polity in check

John places the Senate in the heart of the body, describing it as the source 
of good and bad works.37 John points out that the word ‘Senatus’ derives 
from the term for old age, ‘senectus’.38 Although he does not regard bodily 
age as the sole qualification for wisdom, maturity of the mind validates the 
dominant role played by the Senate in the body politic.39 The principal 
purpose of the Senate is to counsel the ruler in wise decisions; it is the 
heart that provides lifeblood to the governing head. The heart of the tyran-
nical body politic is, by contrast, a ‘senate of iniquity’ dominated by ‘impi-
ous counsellors’, although John implies that even good senators were not 
immune to placing personal interest ahead of that of the polity; their needs 
had to be satisfied so that they did not covet other people’s possessions.40 
By considering the heart the seat of wisdom, John departs from Platonic 
interpretations which see it as the seat of the spirited part of the soul. This 
redefinition of the role of the heart is derived from biblical precedents; 
the law of God is ‘written on the heart’ of the ruler. While the command-
ments, written on stone, were accessible through words, this ‘second law’ 
is learned through ‘mystical insight’.41 The Senate, a classical institution 
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(and one that was memorably revived in the twelfth century during the 
Roman commune), is given a leading role in the polity: informing and 
guiding the prince. Its prominence contributes to a diffused model of 
governance, where multiple offices support the ruler in different ways.42

The eyes, ears and tongue are the perceptive organs of the body. John 
equates them with governors and judges. These roles must be aided by the 
prince, particularly in ensuring the adequate provision of resources neces-
sary for the performance of their duties. Indeed, it is the fault of the prince 
if a governor wishes to act equitably, but does not have the resources to 
do so.43 The close relationship between the prince, and the governors and 
judges is emphasised in John’s model by the situation of all three in the 
head; the prince, governors and judges are all motivated by justice, and 
so share a metaphoric space, while the sensory organs of the eyes, ears 
and tongue serve as the instruments of justice for the prince. In a number 
of places in the Policraticus, John refers to the guiding role of the govern-
ing eyes and ears. When discussing the dependence of the prince on his 
governors, John references Job 29. This biblical account of virtuous life, 
which John describes as a ‘formula regnandi’, emphasises the role of the 
senses: ‘When the ear heard, it commended me, and when the eye saw, it 
approved.’44 John explains that Job ‘elegantly expresses’ the bodily instru-
ments that the soul depends on for sensory knowledge. Such perception 
‘most faithfully’ takes place through the eyes and ears, whereas ‘the reck-
less tongue can scatter the treasures of the heart’.45 John also refers to 
a proverb from Sirach 25:9, ‘Happy is … one who speaks to attentive 
listeners’, to further emphasise the link between the wise governors who 
perceive correctly and the wise prince who listens carefully.46 In his rec-
ommendations for judges, John advises that they neither show anger nor 
sadness; they must avoid being moved by plaintiffs, as the eyes and tongue 
often seek to deceive.47

The importance of the discerning role of the senses is further empha-
sised in John’s recounting of the story of Dido and Aeneas. The city of 
Carthage was initially regarded as ‘fortunate’; it was built by all, and super-
vised by the eyes of its queen. However, Aeneas endeared himself not only 
to Dido, but also to her advisors, whose ears were corrupted by ‘fabulous 
stories’; ‘smooth words’, according to John, permitted his access to the 
city.48 The senses can serve, but can also mislead; they can guide, but can 
also leave the political agent open to subversion. As the title of Book VI. 22 
implies, ‘prudentia’ must be linked to ‘sollicitudino’ in order to preserve 
the strength of the head of the ‘res publica’.49 Such metaphoric layers illus-
trate the deeper purpose of John’s employment of the body model; not 
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only is it a metaphor for the polity, but it also serves as a prescription for 
an ideal-type of ruler who should remain wary of his senses and moderate 
in his emotions.50

Cooperation between the different parts of the body is further empha-
sised by John’s introduction to the role of courtiers, who form its sides 
or flanks. According to the ‘formula of nature’, their duty is ‘to assist the 
prince’.51 John considers that they must be as virtuous as possible, as 
‘character is formed from association’.52 The sides or flanks are external 
elements of the body, but John relates their role and responsibilities to 
those of financial officers, represented in John’s model by the internal 
digestive system. Both courtiers and financial officers are obsessed with 
money and flattery. This is an example of how the physiology of the model 
permits analogical induction: the proximity of the sides of the body to 
the internal digestive organs suggests that the same flaws inhere in both 
offices. Courtiers may be tainted by their association with financial offic-
ers, just as ‘one bunch of grapes is spoiled by another’.53 As already men-
tioned in Chapter 3, in John’s version of the fable of Menenius Agrippa the 
starved stomach that fails to perform its duties is used as a defence by Pope 
Adrian IV of the financing of the papal curia: the stomach must be fed 
to give energy to the rest of the body.54 By associating financial advisors 
with a digestive system that ‘retains tenaciously its accumulations’, John is 
exploiting a contemporary trope, that is, the association between avarice 
and defecation.55 The concept of greed and avarice as physical ailments 
is one that has biblical antecedents – for example, the story of Gehazi 
in the second book of Kings (2 Kings 5:20 ff.) – but also classical ones, 
with both Ovid and Horace describing avarice as a type of dropsy, an 
unnatural retention of bodily fluids.56 The proximate locations accorded 
to courtiers and financial officers clearly illustrate how John plays on the 
physiological model to create associative links in the mind of the reader.

Feet and hands: instruments of the polity

One of the most significant features of John’s organological model is the 
prominence given to the feet of the body politic, which represent farm-
ers (bound to the soil), but also cloth-makers, carpenters, metalworkers 
and all those engaged in menial occupations.57 They require special care 
– ‘shelter and support’ from the head – because of their susceptibility to 
injury; they ‘walk upon the earth doing service with their bodies’, and 
may easily meet with injury in the process of keeping the body ‘erect, sus-
tained and moving’. Without the feet, even the most robust body would 
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be obliged to crawl or move only with the assistance of ‘brute animals’.58 
This is an important example of the reciprocity of duties at work; the head 
protects the feet from stumbling, while the feet serve the head in enabling 
the movement of the body. In his introduction to the extended account of 
the role of the feet found in Book VI. 20, John argues that the feet of the 
polity should be shod for their protection: ‘Let us, therefore, follow him 
[Plutarch], and as he himself says, make a sort of shoe for the feet, so that 
they may not be wounded by stumbling against stones or other obstacles 
which are in many cases thrown upon them.’59

The concept of protecting the feet by making shoes to save them from 
stumbling has patristic precedents. Augustine’s ‘Exposition 2 of Psalm 
90’ employs similar imagery in its description of the Church. He writes, 
‘where the head has gone first, the members will follow’, and states that 
God ‘has his feet on earth; the head is in heaven, the feet on the ground’.60 
When discussing the role of the feet, Augustine equates them with the 
‘apostles’ and ‘all preachers of the gospel, for through them the Lord 
travels among all people’.61 Elsewhere, Augustine, like John, describes 
the feet as prone to ‘stumbling’: ‘these evangelists might stumble against 
a stone, for though the head was in heaven, a stone might easily trip the 
feet working hard on earth’. The stone upon which these preachers may 
stumble, according to Augustine, is the ‘law’, written on stone tablets, a 
stumble avoidable only with the aid of God’s love.62

Another patristic source is likely to have influenced John’s account of 
the feet of the polity, namely Gregory the Great’s Regula pastoralis. The 
significance for John of this guidebook for the rector of a religious com-
munity has been under-emphasised; while the rector in Gregory’s work 
is primarily a bearer of ecclesiastical office, he can also be regarded as a 
bearer of authority in general, and so may serve as a possible model for the 
political ruler. The similarity between John’s account of the feet and that 
found in the Regula pastoralis is strong. Gregory similarly recounts how 
the feet may hamper the body, and so the ruler: ‘For all rulers are the heads 
of their subjects, and surely the head ought to look forward from above, 
that the feet may be able to go onward on a straight path. Otherwise, if 
the body’s upright posture becomes bent and the head stoops toward the 
earth, the feet will drag in the way of progress.’63 The rector is obliged to 
put the community’s interests before his own, and Gregory, like John, 
uses the metaphor of preparing shoes for the feet: ‘If therefore, we have the 
care of our neighbours as well as of ourselves, we protect each foot with a 
shoe. But the man, who, thinking only of his own advantage, disregards 
that of his neighbours, loses with disgrace, the shoe, as it were, of one 
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foot.’64 Again, the emphasis in Gregory’s account is on reciprocal care; 
the head protects the foot so that the feet can bear the body effectively. 
The parallel between the two texts is not exact, however; both refer to 
shoes made for the foot but Gregory uses the term ‘calceus’ while John 
uses the word ‘soccus’. The only other instance where this word is used in 
the Policraticus is in a story borrowed from Jerome’s Adversus Iovinianus. 
A ‘certain Roman noble’ – whom John calls Publius Cineaus Graceinus, 
while implying that this name is made up – describes why he divorced his 
wife by drawing a comparison with the shoe (soccus) on his foot, which 
looks good, but chafes badly.65 John may have put the word, which, as 
this anecdote illustrates, he associated with Roman life, into the mouth 
of Plutarch in order to add verisimilitude to the fictive Institutio Traiani.

The subservient position of the feet is further emphasised in an intro-
ductory letter sent with a copy of the Policraticus to Peter of Celle. John 
describes how each part of the polity respects the duties of the other, just 
as the body is arranged to that end: ‘The foot which moves in the mire 
does not aspire to the dignity of the head; but the head on the other hand 
does not, because it is erect to heaven, despise the foot for plodding in 
the mud.’66 Tilman Struve claimed that John’s approach to the feet was 
particularly novel: ‘Giving the serving class of peasants and workmen their 
place in the functional relationship of the body politic certainly meant an 
improvement compared to the archaic division of the society into oratores, 
bellatores and laboratores, according to which the laity only exercised the 
auxiliary functions of the Ecclesia.’67 Is the incorporation of the labouring 
feet a case in point of John’s recognition of the realities of contemporary 
society? In spite of his inclusion of these lower classes, the model remains 
hierarchical; it validates the lowly position of labourers and workers by 
obliging each to do the work to which they are best suited or designated, 
even if that work is unprofitable and demeaning.68 Nevertheless, John 
places a strong emphasis on reciprocity and mutual advantage, as is clear 
from the conclusion to Policraticus, Book VI. 20, which offers what could 
be regarded as a summary of John’s reciprocal account of duties: ‘The 
health of the whole res publica will be safe, as well as admirable, only if 
the superior members devote themselves to the inferior ones, while the 
lower respond in equal measure to the laws of their superior.’69 The feet 
(artisans and farmers of the res publica) should be devoted to ‘public util-
ity’, and ‘should not exceed the limits of the law’. The reciprocity of the 
relationship is accentuated: ‘For inferiors must serve their superiors, just 
as they should provide necessary protection in return.’70 So the workers 
of the res publica are shod (calcietur) by the provisions of magistrates in 
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order to protect them from injury.71 John believed that superiors should 
treat inferiors fairly, although he never specifies what such attentions 
might translate to in practical terms; in the end, therefore, peasants must 
be satisfied with their lot.72

At a different extremity of the body, the hands of the body politic rep-
resent the magistrates and the army in John’s model:

The hand of the res publica is either armed or unarmed. The armed 
hand is that which performs the setting up of camps and the taking of 
blood; the unarmed is that which administers justice and in keeping 
holiday from arms, serves the law. … For as some offices are of peace 
and others of war, so it is necessary that some are performed by one 
group, some by others.73

John clarifies the relationship between the hands and other parts of the 
body, primarily the princely head. The head is obliged to discipline the 
hands, as ‘the hand of each army, namely armed and unarmed, is the hand 
of the prince; and unless he restrains both, he is lacking in continence’. 
Furthermore, ‘the use of the hands testifies to the character of the head’.74 
Therefore, while a well-ordered polity will exercise power carefully 
through its hands, in the evil polity, where ‘princes are infidels and associ-
ates of thieves’, the hands also will be corrupted in their actions.75 Judges 
in such lands obey ‘Caesar’, not Christ; ‘they are all like parts of one body, 
fathered by the devil, as their manifest works demonstrate’.76 Meanwhile, 
John refers to a Greek tradition of wearing a ring on the ring-finger of the 
left hand. The reason for choosing this finger is allegedly that a nerve ran 
from this part of the hand directly to the heart. Just as there is a special 
physical relationship between the hand and the heart, there must also be a 
close relationship between the seat of wisdom, the Senate, and the army.77 
Even the most brute force within the polity, the army, should be informed 
by wisdom and commanded by the heart.78 This link between the heart 
and the hand demonstrates further how effectively the body model works 
in representing the complexities of political relationships. The hands are 
commanded by the head, according to a linear hierarchical structuring of 
power, while they are also commanded by the heart, in a concentric model 
of the diffusion of power.

Modelling the polity and the model prince

One of the most significant treatments of the medieval body politic is found 
in Kantorowicz’s seminal text, The King’s Two Bodies.79 Concentrating on 
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the significance of the corporeal nature of the king, Kantorowicz argued 
that the medieval ruler possessed ‘two bodies’: the transient body-natural 
and the political body, which persisted from one holder of the role to 
the next. A major implication of his thesis is that a distinction was drawn 
between the personal actions of a ruler and his office. This suggests that 
normative codes of behaviour in the political realm need to be examined 
in a dual light, in terms of their social role and in terms of questions of per-
sonal conscience. With regard to John of Salisbury’s model of the polity, 
Kantorowicz argues that John’s ‘prince’ is ‘not a human being in the 
ordinary sense’, but rather is the ‘idea of Justice’.80 While the implications 
of this conclusion for John’s treatment of law and justice require further 
evaluation, Kantorowicz’s interpretation suggests that John’s organologi-
cal model does not simply describe the polity, but also serves as a means 
for identifying universal characteristics of rulers and states. As Scanlon 
notes, inductive reasoning from the basis of the body model plays a sig-
nificant role in John’s argument throughout the Policraticus.81 To extend 
Kantorowicz’s treatment further, it is clear that John’s body metaphor 
serves not only as a composite of general characteristics of the ideal polity, 
but also as an account of the ideal prince.82 By this reading, the body meta-
phor can also be read in a restricted sense as an expression of the ideal per-
sonal character of the prince and as a description of his responsibilities.

The dual nature of the metaphor as representative of the polity and 
of the ideal prince is reinforced in John’s discussion of the relationship 
between the hands and the prince. John points out that the moderate 
prince exerts punishment reluctantly: ‘For the prince has no left hand, and 
in subjecting to pain the members of his body of which he is the head, he is 
enslaved to the law with sadness and groans.’83 Although physical force is 
an accepted element of political life, the prince himself is not encouraged 
to exercise it; in this manner he is akin to a cleric who is not allowed to 
wield a sword and is permitted only to delegate the responsibility of force 
to another. The division of duties within the body and, by extension, 
within the polity illustrates a complexity of governance that is at the root 
of a series of paradoxes in John’s discussion of the relationship between 
the soul and the head, the priesthood and the prince.

Head and soul: the prince and the priesthood

The most complicated relationships in John’s model are those between the 
prince and the priesthood, and their respective interactions with the rest 
of the members of the polity. In an alleged borrowing from Plutarch, John 
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writes: ‘The place of the head in the body of the res publica is filled by the 
prince, who is subject only to God and to those who are representative of 
Him on earth, just as in the human body the head is animated and ruled 
by the soul.’84 The soul, however, ‘is, as it were, the prince of the body’, 
and holds the role that ‘prefects of religion’ have in presiding over the 
whole body.85 While this may seem to be a hierocratic interpretation of the 
structure of the polity, the manner in which John develops his metaphor 
is more complicated. By evaluating the relationship between the soul and 
the head, a clearer picture of the respective responsibilities of the prince 
and priesthood can be determined. The complexity of these relationships 
is provoked by the dual nature of John’s metaphor. On the one hand, the 
body represents the totality of the polity; according to this reading the soul 
and head refer to two separate social entities, the priesthood and  the 
principate. On the other hand, the model of the body can also be seen as 
specifically referring to an ideal-type of a ruler; in this interpretation the 
respective roles and responsibilities of the head and the soul can be read as 
a commentary on the dual character of the prince’s personal role as simul-
taneously divinely ordained, while bound by his own humanity.

The prince ‘is placed by divine disposition in arce rei publicae’, on 
an ‘apex which is exalted and made splendid with all the great and high 
privileges which he believes necessary for himself’.86 However, his domi-
nance is dependent on his effective execution of his role. Only if the prince 
faithfully performs his ‘ministry’ is he to be accorded the respect that the 
rest of the body shows to the head.87 Therefore, the prince should act 
proportionally; his role obliges him to do the most for those who have the 
least, and to be most adversarial against those who wish to do harm.88 In 
Book VI.25, John refers to Socrates as an advocate of such proportional-
ity, as he pointed out that the humbler parts of the res publica should be 
lovingly cared for by those in greater offices.89 John stresses this neces-
sary interdependence of the prince and his subjects, and draws upon the 
corporeal metaphor to enforce his point. Just as parts of the body try to 
fend danger away from the head, so too the members of the polity will 
move to protect the prince; in return he is obliged to do all he can to pro-
tect his body and soul, ‘skin for skin’.90 An antecedent of this position is 
found in Seneca’s De clementia, where it is argued that although men are 
primarily motivated by their own safety, they will happily rush into battle 
to protect their emperor as ‘he is the bond by which the commonwealth 
is united, the breath of life which these many thousands draw’; if the mens 
of the empire was destroyed, they would also suffer. Interestingly, Seneca 
regards this as a logical extension of personal duty, as ‘kings and princes 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/12/2023 6:36 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



political relationships in context

131

and guardians of the public order, whatever different name they bear, are 
held more dear than those bound to us by private ties’, an example of rea-
soning from the basis of Stoic oikeiôsis (as detailed in Chapter 3). Personal 
benefit is best served by cooperation with others, and therefore: ‘while a 
Caesar needs power, the state also needs a head’.91 Seneca identifies the 
emperor with the mind of the body, not its soul, but locates the mind in 
the head, implying its guiding role.

As previously argued, the body metaphor operates on two levels: it 
represents the polity, but also models the ideal ruler. Although the infe-
rior limbs of the body are inextricably bound to the head, their obedience 
to the prince is contingent on the guarantee that religious freedoms are 
protected.92 The prince’s respect for religion legitimises his rule; this is a 
significant distinction between the prince and the tyrant. Just as the priest-
hood must play an important role in the polity, so religion must serve as 
a constant corrective to the faults of the prince’s own soul. The emphasis 
placed on religion in John’s account does not suggest that he wished for a 
hierocratic society, but, instead, that he regarded virtue in all parts of the 
polity as impossible to gain without the aid of religion. In Book VI. 25, 
John refers to the effect of sin in the polity: the sins of the people damage 
the princely head, while offences on his part are also detrimental to the 
good of the polity as they set as a bad example for the populace. The 
‘innocence’ of the populace makes the prince merciful, while ‘princely 
innocence’ acts as its corrective.93 John suggests therefore, that public 
utility is best served by personal attention to one’s own character. ‘If each 
were to work on the cultivation of themselves, regarding all external things 
as alien, then the status of each and all would be the best, virtue would 
flourish and reason prevail, while mutual charity would reign every-
where.’ This is an approach best achieved by a subjection of the flesh to 
the spirit, and of the spirit to devotion to God.94

Being the ‘potestas publica’, the prince draws strength from all and 
must protect all. By preserving the virtue and reputation of each duty or 
office of the res publica he preserves his own virtue and reputation; like-
wise, his corruption (through negligence or dissimulation, for example) is 
reflected by disease and injury to the polity. Sickness of the body impairs 
the head and vice versa.95 In that respect, the prince has a role akin to 
a doctor, and is obliged to ‘treat’ the members of the polity when they 
overstep or fail in the duties allocated to them. John makes a comparison 
between the prince and a medical practicioner in Policraticus, Book IV. 8, 
referring to a passage from 1 Corinthians 10:24 that states that one should 
put the interests of all over personal interests. He then comments that the 
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prince is obliged to ‘keep within the limits of moderation’, referring to the 
practice of doctors, who treat first with potions and mild medicines before 
applying ‘fire and steel’.96 John then asks, ‘but who can amputate part of 
their body without sadness?’97

This discussion is of interest, as it is a further attestation to John’s use of 
Ambrose’s De officiis. In Book II of that text, the body metaphor is used to 
describe the ecclesia, with the bishop situated at its head.98 The bishop must 
be protective of the members of the Church, and is obliged to act as a physi-
cian, curing weak members, or cutting them off (‘auferre’) if healing proves 
impossible, while acknowledging the ‘great distress’ it will cause him. The 
excision of the member is the final resort and must be preceded by treatment 
of the sick and cauterisation by burning (‘adurere’).99 The list of punish-
ments used by the bishop-doctor are identical in degree to those presented 
by John. The similarity between the two texts is further underscored by the 
fact that Ambrose also refers in his description to the same passage from 
1 Corinthians used by John. The use of the same biblical reference in a simi-
lar context, the employment of comparable terms to describe the actions 
that should be taken by the ruler and the similar emphasis on the grief 
that will be experienced by the ruler if he is forced to take extreme action 
reinforce the likelihood that Ambrose is the source of John’s comparison 
between the ruler and the doctor.100 While Ambrose’s advice is intended for 
an ecclesiastical figure, John may have wished to suggest that the political 
ruler has the same obligations towards his subjects as a bishop has towards 
his flock, thereby underscoring the pastoral obligations of the ruler.

What, then, is the role which John accords to the soul in the body? The 
most in-depth discussion, from a philosophical point of view, is found 
in the Metalogicon, where the capacity of the soul to animate the body 
is discussed.101 Elsewhere, John demonstrates the similarities between 
the Platonic, Ciceronian (accessed through Augustine) and Christian 
perspectives; all emphasise the soul as the truest part of man’s character:

Plato, moreover, as well as Stoic and Peripatetic dogma, teaches that 
man is more correctly called a soul than a body. Marcus Tullius follows 
his meaning in his book on the republic, saying: ‘You are not what the 
outward self designates, but the mind of each man which is that man.’ 
The doctors of the Church, Augustine and others, agreed. If anyone 
doubts this, read Scriptures, which ascribe to the soul a certain ruler-
ship over the person, and compare the body to an inn or garment.102

If the soul is the defining organ of the self, per this account, where is it 
situated in the body? In the Metalogicon, John implies that the rational 
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part of the soul is situated in the head, the seat of all senses. Just as the 
head is ‘in arce rei publicae’, reason is ‘in arce capitis’; it is the ‘senate on 
the soul’s Capitoline hill’, and holds this location by virtue of nature, ‘the 
best parent of all’.103 By situating reason, the primary part of the soul, in 
the head – the place of the prince in the body politic – John seems to imply 
that theocracy and monarchy should operate hand in hand. The principal 
elements of each type of rulership are situated in the same physical loca-
tion; indeed, John may be suggesting that the priesthood should dominate 
the principate on account of its association with reason, the dominant 
sense of the body.

His position, however, is even more subtle; while the reasoning part 
of the soul is situated in the head, the other parts of the soul are diffused 
throughout the body – a diffusion that does not affect the essential coher-
ence of the soul or dilute the effectiveness of the priesthood he associates 
it with. This is expressed in the opening chapter of Policraticus, Book 
III, where John discusses the universal public good. He asserts that the 
body fails if any of its parts cease to be animated by the soul: ‘As long, 
therefore, as it [the body] is alive in all parts, it is disposed in accordance 
with a whole [the soul] which is not diffused part to part, but exists as a 
whole and operates in each and every part.’104 If the soul represents the 
priesthood, then its presence in every part of the body demonstrates that 
religion should be relevant to every aspect of the polity.105 However, if we 
return to the notion that the body metaphor simultaneously represents the 
ideal-type of ruler, a more restrictive picture emerges of the relationship 
between the soul and head. John is certainly not recommending that the 
ruler of the Church and the ruler of the polity should be one and the same. 
Instead, he is implying that the prince has a dual character: his nature is 
both secular and divine. In this respect, John’s analogy takes on a more 
formulaic tone; in acknowledging that power comes from God, John sees 
reason as the manifestation of the divine in the mind of the prince.

A notable parallel to John’s claim that the parts of the soul are diffused 
throughout the body is found in the writings of Seneca. Seneca used the 
metaphor of the body as a microcosmic representation of relations in the 
world: just as ‘world matter corresponds to our mortal body’, so the ‘lower 
serve the higher’ within the body.106 In De clementia, Seneca compares 
the soul of the body (situated in the head) to the spirit, which animates 
and is innate in all parts of the world: ‘it is from the head that comes the 
health of the body; it is through it that all the parts are lively and alert, or 
languid and drooping according as their animating spirit [animus] has life 
or withers’.107 Thus, ‘the whole body is the servant of the mind’; although 
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the latter ‘remains invisible’, ‘the hands, the feet, and the eyes are in its 
employ’. Seneca paints a picture of a body in the service of wisdom and 
reason.108 While Seneca’s account of the dominance of the soul in the 
body depended heavily on the Stoic conception of the animus that per-
vades the world, the analogy he drew between the role of the soul and the 
role of the ruler politicised the Stoic position. Seneca tells the addressee 
of the text, Nero, that ‘if you are the soul of the state, and the state your 
body’, then mercy is a necessary attribute: ‘you are merciful to yourself 
when you are seemingly merciful to another’.109 This should limit the 
ruler in taking punitive action towards members of the polity, permitting 
clemency to pervade the polity: ‘That kindness of your heart [tui animi 
mansuetudo] will be recounted, will be diffused little by little throughout 
the whole body of the empire, and all things will be moulded into your 
likeness.’110 While Cicero’s treatment of the metaphor of the body politic 
also used the physiology of the body to metaphorically visualise the inter-
dependence of duties, Seneca exploited its natural facility for representing 
an hierarchical system to enforce the idea that the ruling head has a natu-
ral guiding role. It is likely that Seneca’s writings appealed to medieval 
writers, like John, as their imperial context eased their application to the 
monarchical context of the medieval period.

John’s body analogy, while functionally useful for determining the rela-
tionship between different elements of the polity, is inherently ambigu-
ous when it comes to an examination of the correspondence between 
the priesthood and the prince. In part, this is due to the fact that John 
does not sufficiently develop the discussion of the priesthood-soul in 
the Policraticus. Conclusions about its nature must be extrapolated 
from discussions found elsewhere regarding the role of reason, or from 
ancillary information on the nature of the soul found in the Metalogicon, 
where descriptions tend more towards the philosophical than towards 
the political. Further ambiguity is introduced by the fact that John sees 
the body analogy as representative not only of the polity, but also of the 
ideal prince. By creating an additional layer of metaphor, John is able to 
establish that that prince should be guided by the reasoning, divine, part 
of his soul, and so creates the normative expectation that the prince must 
respect religion. On a macrocosmic level, however, both priests and rulers 
are bearers of an authoritative role. Their collocation in the physical head 
of the body politic seems to suggest an uneasy cooperation in rulership, 
an ambiguity that would find further expression in John’s commentary on 
contemporary politics, as explored in Chapter 6.
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Conclusion

The body metaphor has two functions for John. It serves, first, as a descrip-
tive tool, with each element of the polity equated to a different member of 
the body. However, it is also a prescriptive tool, describing a certain kind 
of political order, a certain kind of prince. John’s selection of metaphor, 
while no doubt influenced by its commonality in contemporary political 
discourse, proves particularly effective in forwarding the kinds of ideas he 
wishes to espouse. John aims to present a model of a polity that functions 
on the basis of a series of interrelationships and reciprocal exchanges of 
duties. The body, a confined system, serves to illustrate the necessary 
interdependence of the members of the polity who are engaged in pursu-
ing the public good, the health of the body politic. As the discussion of 
the sources he used to describe the responsibilities of particular parts of 
the polity has shown, he also wished to situate his political discourse in 
a particular environment, one informed by a dialogue between Roman 
philosophical and Christian antecedents, a desire most forcibly expressed 
in his presumed invention of a manual for a Roman ruler, the Institutio 
Traiani, as the claimed source of his analogy. The body metaphor sets 
the scene for John’s other statements on the responsibility of the ruler. 
In the opening of Book IV of the Policraticus, John rationalises the place 
of the prince as head of the polity; nature, the ‘best guide of life’, enshrines 
man’s senses in his head, and so on a macrocosmic level the polity must 
be subject to a prince guided by rationality.111 If the prince proves to be 
irrational – the hallmark of the tyrant – the body politic will be corrupted. 
Tyranny and irrationality are combatted by the emphasis John places on 
virtue and by his recommendations for moderate rulership, aspects of his 
political thought that shall be examined in the next two chapters.
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coextensive with the physical organism. While John does not consider that the 
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Moderation and the virtuous life

It is no accident that John of Salisbury is preoccupied with the ques-
tion of the character of a statesman. What yet has to be invented in the 
twelfth century is an institutional order in which the demands of divine 
law can more easily be heard and lived out in a secular society outside 
the monasteries. The question of the virtues thus becomes inescapable: 
what kind of man can do this? What type of education can foster this 
type of man?1

Politics can be regarded as a process through which relationships 
between individual human beings are regulated by a series of public 

values, which supersede the place of individual desires. Given that the 
definition of the ‘political’ changes according to historical context, the 
content of such public values remains open to negotiation; but when 
they are institutionalised the question is no longer personal – ‘what ought 
I do?’– but public: ‘what ought I to do, taking into account the needs 
of those surrounding me?’ As illustrated in the previous chapter, John 
expressed his version of a solution to this problem by means of the corpo-
real metaphor, demonstrating how political roles were distributed among 
members of the polity and describing the reciprocal obligations that facili-
tated its healthy functioning. That said, such a model still begs the ques-
tion, as posed by Alisdair MacIntyre in the passage quoted at the opening 
of this chapter, of what kind of man is best suited to exercising particular 
political roles.2 The success of modern political systems is perceived as 
the degree to which they allow the individual to maintain personal liber-
ties vis-à-vis the state, while still ensuring the maintenance of civic society. 
However, for pre-modern political systems a further index of success was 
the degree to which they allowed their citizenry to lead as virtuous a life 
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as possible. In a pre-modern political system the questions ‘what ought 
I do?’ and ‘what is the virtuous thing to do?’ theoretically have identical 
answers, making the exercise of the virtues intrinsic to political action. 
This impetus to align normative and virtuous codes can be seen in action 
in what can be termed the ethical components of John’s political thought. 
This chapter will look, first, at John’s account of the summum bonum, or 
highest good, and what constituted ‘virtue’ in his writings. It will then 
examine the significance of moderation for John, a safeguard placed on all 
actions that can be regarded as intrinsically Stoic in its presentation. The 
final sections will treat a number of examples of moderate virtue in prac-
tice. Throughout, the chapter will identify the personal characteristics 
that he considered to be necessary for life in the political realm.

The pursuit of the summum bonum

In Book VII. 8 of the Policraticus, John offers three different definitions of 
the summum bonum, or highest good. The chapter opens by recognising 
that, despite the multiplicity of interpretations of various philosophical 
schools, all men are travelling towards a single goal, namely ‘true happi-
ness’, ‘vera beatitudo’.3 Although there are many paths to this goal, one 
route is recommended: ‘virtue’, as ‘virtue is what happiness deserves and 
happiness is the reward of virtue’.4 Happiness and virtue are described as 
two ‘summa bona’, one of the way, the other of the homecoming. In defin-
ing the pursuit of virtue as a journey towards a destination, John plays 
upon the metaphor of exile; the exile needs virtue while travelling (John 
uses the verb peregrinor), and is ultimately happy when he ‘rejoices with 
God’.5 In his choice of words, John echoes Augustine’s description of the 
citizens of the City of God as ‘alien [peregrinatur] among the ungodly’ 
while on earth, as well as the Pauline concept of man as distanced (peregri-
namur) from the Lord when in the physical body.6 His use of this vocabu-
lary suggests a distinction between what can be regarded as an attainable 
summum bonum on earth, happiness, and the ultimate reward that men 
should strive to achieve through the practice of virtue (in itself a summum 
bonum). Happiness is the ‘one unique summum bonum’, but this is infe-
rior to ‘enjoyment of Him who is supremely good and is the summum 
bonum’, that is God, the third, and ultimately superior, summum bonum.7 
John implies, therefore, that in the context of the necessarily limited life 
of men on earth, virtuous happiness is a sufficient ‘highest’ good, but 
that in the ideal salvific context, God is the ultimate good. This passage 
highlights a persistent tension in John’s writings between the immaterial 
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value of ultimate salvation and the concomitant necessity to achieve such 
salvation through virtuous behaviour in the material world.8 Examining 
this passage in the broader context of Book VII. 8 reveals a secondary pur-
pose: it must also be read an attempt to place the contributions of pagan 
philosophers within a Christian account of the summum bonum. The 
pagans, according to John, found the summum bonum in virtue as they 
had not learned of the true eternal life, despite believing in the immortality 
of the soul.9 But, as John reiterates, virtue is a route towards happiness, 
not ultimate happiness in itself: ‘one is not happy in order to do right, but 
one does right in order to live happily’.10 Just as advanced philosophers 
sought ‘justifications’, so the Christian must also seek to ‘know God’ to the 
best extent possible in the earthly domain.11

But what precisely does doing right in order to live happily consist of? 
John concludes Book VII. 8 with a survey of the ‘paths’ taken by various 
philosophical sects: ‘The Stoic, to show his contempt for goods, medi-
tates upon death; the Peripatetic investigates truth; Epicurus wallows in 
pleasure’.12 If we are, as John implies, sojourners in a realm of imperfect 
peace, what can we do to live appropriately? In the subsequent chapters 
(VII. 9–10) John expands on the contribution of knowledge to beatitude. 
Presenting a scathing critique of his contemporaries, who dwell on ‘a 
small number of questions chosen as apt for dispute, on which to exer-
cise their craft and consume their life’, John advises that one should read 
extensively, but critically, paying particular attention to ‘those matters 
which concern political life, whether of civil law or ethical principles, or 
[those matters] which manage the health of body and soul’.13 Borrowing 
a metaphor from Seneca, John compares the wise man to the bee which 
collects choice pollen to make honey, implying that the writings of pagan 
philosophers must be read with care so as to facilitate the rejection of their 
errors.14 The mark of wisdom is this capacity for discernment, but, of 
course, the knowledge that is gained through reading is not the only, nor 
even the best, type of knowledge that the philosopher should aspire to; 
grace remains the principal source of wisdom.15

John’s elaboration of how this higher type of knowledge is attained is 
found in the first chapter of Book III of the Policraticus. John writes here 
that ‘the acknowledgement of truth and the cultivation of public virtue is 
the general safeguard of one and all, and of rational nature; its contrary 
is ignorance and her hateful and hostile offspring, vice’.16 Here ‘truth’ is 
knowledge of God, accessible through grace and nature; it is this truth 
(manifested in reason) that opens the ‘book of knowledge’ that John 
describes each individual as holding within their heart.17 ‘Knowledge 
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of self’ (‘scientia sui’) is, as John demonstrates, an aspect of this greater 
knowledge, and lies in part in ‘following nature’, which, as illustrated in 
Chapter 2, is a necessarily rational activity.18 John elaborates on what such 
‘knowledge of self’ must consist of in Book III. 2, by way of a quotation 
from the Satires of Persius (III. 66–72), where Persius (who John refers to 
as ‘ethicus’) advises that one must ‘learn … what God has commanded you 
to be, and what is your place in the business of mankind’.19 This quotation 
is also employed by Augustine in De civitate Dei, II. 6, where the same 
passage is used to illustrate the empty morality of traditional Roman reli-
gion when compared with Christianity.20 John may have used Augustine 
as the source for this passage, but may also have accessed the text through 
one of the numerous copies of Persius’s works available at the library of 
Canterbury; given that John does not situate the passage in a comparable 
polemical context to that found in Augustine’s work, the latter scenario is 
the more likely.21

John suggests that the contemplation of the self leads to four ‘fruits’: 
‘benefit to self, love for close ones, contempt for the world, love of God’.22 
John elaborates on this metaphor of the fruit-producing tree, asking, ‘Is it 
not a good tree that brings forth such sweet fruit as well as bringing forth 
benefits?’, while offering a comparison in Book III. 3 to the diseased plant 
which has pride as its root and whose branches thrive when cultivated with 
arrogance.23 John warns that ‘love of self’ is innate in everyone, but that 
when this exceeds the ‘mean’ (modus), it becomes a fault: ‘Every virtue is 
limited by its bounds, which consist of its mean; if you are excessive, you 
are off the path, not on the path.’24 The placement of this discussion prior 
to John’s description of the flatterer, ‘the enemy of all virtue’, suggests 
that self-love, and its associated vice of concupiscence or excessive desire, 
leaves one vulnerable to the type of self-aggrandisement that flattery 
encourages.25 Meanwhile, the reference to the ‘path’ recalls the emphasis 
on virtue as the best route to happiness. But what does virtue consist of 
in practice, and how it can be best expressed in this world? Moderation, 
adherence to the mean, is an essential aspect of living virtuously, and one 
with fundamental ramifications for John’s recommendations for life in the 
political realm; therefore the question of what John purported to be ‘the 
mean’ deserves a detailed examination.

Life in accordance with the mean

Moderation is a major theme of John’s writings and is duly emphasised 
from the beginning of the Policraticus. Book I looks at a number of pur-
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suits favoured by members of the court: hunting, music, gaming, acting 
and magic. In each instance, John emphasises the necessity of moderation. 
As noted in Chapter 2, John regarded the intention with which an action 
was performed as an essential indication of its worth; actions which are 
motivated by the pursuit of pleasure are inappropriate, while those which 
are rationally considered and motivated by a desire to live virtuously are 
appropriate. As briefly illustrated in Chapter 3, John did not condemn 
hunting outright but used Ciceronian language to suggest that, ‘depend-
ing on the place, time, manner, the individual and purpose’, hunting could 
be ‘useful and honourable’.26 In Policraticus, Book I. 4, he recounts exam-
ples of famous hunters from classical and biblical sources, ranging from 
Hannibal to Ulysses, Nimrod to Esau, but notes that no philosophers or 
Christian fathers have engaged in such ‘insania’.27 In his discussion, John 
considers whether hunting can be regarded as an ‘indifferentia’, but dis-
counts any grounds for this argument because ‘the immoderate pleasure it 
causes agitates manly minds and undermines the foundation of reason’.28 
John’s use of the term ‘indifferentia’ is a deliberate reference to the Stoic 
notion that some things, such as health and wealth, are to be regarded as 
morally neutral – neither good nor evil in themselves (that is, not essential 
for the pursuit of the human good, virtue) – but may be preferred depend-
ing on one’s circumstances and orientation towards them. As established 
in Chapter 3, it is unlikely that John had access to Cicero’s De finibus, 
where Cicero offers an extensive discussion of the Stoic interpretation of 
the indifferents.29 A plausible source for John’s use of the term is Letter 82 
of Seneca to Lucilius, where Seneca describes indifferent things as ‘nei-
ther good nor evil – sickness, pain, poverty, exile, death’, a definition with 
which John, although he does not offer a similar list of indifferents here, is 
clearly consistent.30 A further echo of this letter is found in Policraticus, 
Book VIII. 15, where John writes (in the context of a critique of avarice), 
‘[Therefore] the use of things is praiseworthy [laudabilis] or blamewor-
thy; things themselves, strictly speaking, are indifferent’, noting that ‘other 
things are praised and not foolishly desired, such as good health, noble 
blood, an abundance of things, but none of these makes a disagreeable or 
dishonourable man praiseworthy’.31 John clearly displays an understand-
ing of the Stoic notion of the indifferents in line with that promulgated by 
Seneca.

The Ciceronian criteria that John uses to assess the value of a task – that 
it should be honourable and useful – are essential to his account of mod-
eration, and necessary in establishing whether an action is done for the 
right reasons. This is illustrated by a comment made in Book I. 4, where 
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John claims that ‘Truly the mean is praiseworthy, when applied prudently 
and with moderation and, if it is possible, wielded usefully, according to 
the command of the comic [Terence]: “nothing in excess”.’32 Hunting 
may, therefore, be a legitimate pursuit for some – for example, those who 
seek food – but it is always inappropriate for those in certain occupations, 
namely clerics and judges, for whom the activity cannot even be ‘indif-
ferent’, but is to be regarded as a vice. John’s critique of hunting clearly 
has a double purpose. On the one hand, it is a focus of his disapproval 
of the useless pursuits of the court, while on the other hand he uses it 
to reinforce his argument that everyone should attend to the occupation 
to which they are best suited. As it stands, in John’s opinion, those who 
should be carrying out public duties prefer to hunt instead, perverting the 
appropriate distribution of roles.33 In Book I.  5, John applies the same 
method to gambling. He regards it as ‘inutilis’ on the grounds that it 
requires a lot of work for little profit, although admits, again, that it may be 
justifiable under certain circumstances, such as when it is used to relieve 
stress. Again ‘moderation’ is the guiding principle: a ‘licence of modera-
tion’ (‘licentia moderationis’) is given only to acts which are accomplished 
according to favourable circumstances.34 Similarly, in Book I.  6, when 
John turns to music, he advises that it should be limited by the ‘formula of 
moderation’ (‘moderationis formula’), so as to avoid excessive emotional 
arousal.35 An example of this ‘formula of moderation’ in action is the use 
of music for the worship of God, while an example of excess is described 
in Book I. 7, where he criticises the conduct of Nero, whose uncontrolled 
obsession with music (recounted in Suetonius’s De vita Caesarum) is ren-
dered even more distasteful on account of the fact that he squandered his 
money on mimics and actors.36 Acting, moreover, is an inherently dishon-
ourable pursuit, in John’s mind, as it permits indulgence in frivolity and 
cultivates vanity. The honourable man will permit ‘modesta hilaritate’, 
but will judge the value of plays or stories by whether they are ‘instru-
ments’ of ‘virtue and honourable utility’, that is, the criteria of decorum 
established by Cicero in his De officiis. 37

In each instance, John establishes that these pursuits can never be 
regarded as ends in themselves, nor as contributing in any real way 
towards the good that is appropriate for man. They are solely permis-
sible according to circumstance, and while they may be accessories to 
good living, they are never its source. In this respect, John is consistent 
with the Stoic position on the indifferents; they may facilitate ‘living in 
accordance with nature’ as they can allow one to pursue their appropri-
ate duty in certain circumstances (the hungry hunter must hunt to find 
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food, the Christian musician may make music to praise God), but they 
cannot be regarded as intrinsic to the pursuit of the summum bonum. The 
eudaimonistic position of the Stoics, which equates virtue with happiness, 
denies the indifferents an instrumental role in the pursuit of virtue, while 
simultaneously (and somewhat paradoxically) regarding them as things 
worth pursuing.38 As noted, John also struggles with accommodating the 
value of material goods in his writings, but elides this tension somewhat 
by positing two summa bona, the happiness of the virtuous life on earth 
and the happiness of eternal life with God in heaven. Material goods do 
not enhance a life of virtue, but one’s disposition towards them – that is, 
pursuing them moderately in accordance with the demands of nature – 
can be seen as indicative of such a life. In this respect, John’s enterprise 
of demonstrating the importance of the mean in discerning appropriate 
duties in the Policraticus is not dissimilar to that outlined by Cicero at the 
start of De officiis: ‘The whole debate about duty is twofold. One kind of 
question relates to the end of good things; the other depends upon advice 
by which one ought to be fortified for all areas of life.’ 39 That is, there is a 
distinction between a theoretical understanding of the relationship of duty 
to the final end or telos of life and practical questions about how to perform 
one’s duties from day to day.

Virtue as craft: the Stoic perspective

In Letter 76 to Lucilius, Seneca summarises the Stoic perspective on the 
particular good appropriate to man as ‘perfect reason’, that is, ‘virtue’. He 
equates this with what is ‘honourable’, and describes it as the particular 
end intended for man by nature.40 That said, there is a disjuncture in the 
Stoic account, generally speaking, between the anticipated result of the 
exercise of virtue – becoming virtuous and achieving the end intended for 
man by nature – and the point of practising it in the material world. The 
intention with which a duty is exercised is the defining quality determin-
ing its worth – not its ultimate accomplishment – while the material results 
of exercising duties, as already noted, should not matter in the broader 
scheme of pursuing virtue. Why, then, act virtuously? As discussed in 
Chapter 3, the Stoics posited a distinction between ‘appropriate acts’, 
kathêkonta, and ‘perfect acts’, katorthômata.41 The first category involves 
the exercise of duties which aim to obtain a preferred indifferent, such 
as health. The second category also concerns the pursuit of preferred 
indifferents, but the distinction lies in the moral orientation of the agent 
towards the act: only the virtuous person can perform a ‘perfect act’, as 
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only they are aware of its ethical justification. As Julia Annas puts it, ‘The 
person who has become virtuous, then, will still do the same thing as he 
did before, but will stand in a different relation to it.’42 Annas identifies 
this distinction between ‘appropriate acts’ (or ‘due actions’ in her ter-
minology) and ‘perfect acts’ as a critical component of the Stoic concep-
tion of virtue as a craft, or skill.43 The comparison between the pursuit 
of virtue and the attainment of a skill (technè) is one common in ancient 
ethical theories, but by making this distinction between types of duties, 
the Stoics emphasise above other theories the systematic aspect of becom-
ing virtuous. The beginner embarking on a life of virtue will carry out the 
first type of actions, without being cognisant of their ethical implications. 
Over time they will internalise the sense of what it is to act virtuously, and 
in due course they will develop the practical intelligence (phronesis) to 
determine what is the virtuous action in all situations, regardless of their 
personal preferences. Annas identifies this as a distinctive aspect of the 
rules-based approach to virtue endorsed by the Stoics. By emphasising 
‘the kinds of action which are such that there is good reason for the ethical 
beginner to perform them’, the Stoics imply that the acquisition of virtue 
is a systematic process, with stages through which the would-be-sage must 
progress.44

The early Stoics regarded the virtues as the ‘shape’ of a single virtue, 
the health of the soul; while this view was rejected by later Stoics such as 
Chrysippus, the thesis of the unity of the virtues remained a keystone of 
Stoic philosophy. In Cicero’s De officiis, the connection of all the virtues to 
the virtue of justice and, by extension, to what is honourable demonstrates 
this unity: they are all manifestations of a fixed inner intention towards the 
good. 45 For twelfth-century Christians, the debate over what the virtues 
consisted of had its own set of intellectual parameters, both theological 
and philosophical; classical texts in this context served a function beyond 
their ‘donor role’: they were also valuable stimulants to discussion, discus-
sions facilitated in part by existing modifications to classical texts made by 
patristic writers.46 An illuminating example of this tendency to adapt Stoic 
theses to Christian contexts is found in John’s take on the Stoic doctrine 
of the ‘unity of the virtues’. In Policraticus, Book V.  3, John describes 
how the virtues are interrelated, regarding them as expressions of a single 
substance – namely the grace of God. He recounts how the sun’s rays are 
diffused in different ways when viewed through different precious stones, 
while still emanating from the sun itself. He then compares this physical 
observation with the virtues: ‘prudence is in some, fortitude in others, in 
others temperance or justice, in some faith, and, in others again, forbear-
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ance of hope; in some is the passion of charity, in others endurance of 
work, here consolation for grief, there perseverance in good works; all of 
which are separate qualities in separate individuals, but one and the same 
God.’47 For John, the virtues demonstrate the omnipresence of God, 
with faith and grace as their common denominator.48 Referring to 1 John 
3:2, ‘we shall see him as he is’, John describes God as ‘plenitudo virtus et 
cumulus beatitudinis’, ‘the fullness of virtue and culmination of happi-
ness’.49 While pointing to a future in which complete knowledge of God 
will be possible, John acknowledges that in the meantime, the ‘worship 
displayed by external works requires a medium’, namely the senses which 
are given to man by God. Thus, John exploits the idea of the interrelated 
virtues as a rationale for the pursuit of virtue in the present, imperfect, 
world; God created the senses which enable man to live virtuously, while 
the virtues themselves are aspects of his grace, and so although ‘no bodily 
approach to the spirit is accessible to us’, behaving virtuously still has 
merit as an expression of Christian love.50

Virtue as craft: the Aristotelian perspective

How, though, does one become virtuous? The notion of habitus, first 
propagated by Aristotle in his Nicomachean Ethics (as hexis), was trans-
mitted to the Middle Ages through a number of intermediaries, including 
Boethius and Cicero.51 At the root of Aristotle’s idea was the notion that 
virtue was a habit, state or condition, resulting from the repeated exercise 
of human capacities. Virtue is acquired through application; it is a gradual 
process facilitated by the exercise of virtuous conduct: ‘we become just by 
doing just acts, temperate by doing temperate acts, brave by doing brave 
acts’.52 Thus, virtue is a product of human activity and rational choice 
– essentially a matter of external conduct. The presence of Aristotelian 
ideas regarding habitus in the twelfth century, before the re-circulation 
of the Nichomachean Ethics, has been extensively examined by Cary 
Nederman, who suggests that twelfth-century philosophers absorbed a 
large number of Aristotelian ideas despite having no direct knowledge 
of this part of the Aristotelian corpus, positing this as evidence of ‘an 
“underground” tradition of learning’.53 He points to the contribution of 
the Aristotelian doctrine to a ‘fundamentally anthropocentric perspective 
on moral theory’, and explicitly regards John as one of the forebears of this 
Aristotelian tradition, suggesting that he ‘employed Aristotle’s concepts 
as tools to evaluate the personalities and courses of action with which he 
was immediately confronted’.54 Nederman looks at several passages from 
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John’s Metalogicon, Policraticus and Letters where the term habitus is 
used, noting instances where John emphasises the importance of repeated 
activity as a way of engendering knowledge and ensuring the replication 
of good acts in the future.55 While Nederman acknowledges that ‘John’s 
investigations do not represent the pinnacle of twelfth-century thought 
about habitus’, noting that they are ‘neither systematic nor rigorous’, he 
still regards him as an important way-marker on the route towards the full 
absorption of Aristotelian ethics into the medieval curriculum.56

However, it must be contended that, contrary to Nederman’s position, 
the use of the term habitus by John does not situate him by default within 
an Aristotelian tradition; the term is commonly used by his contemporar-
ies and is transmitted through a variety of classical sources which are not 
solely Aristotelian. Cicero’s De inventione, II. 159, for example, offered an 
easily accessible version of Aristotle’s position in its definition of virtue as 
habit, but placed this definition alongside an emphasis on the Stoic norm 
of conformity with reason and nature: ‘Virtue is a habit of the mind in 
harmony with reason and the order of nature.’57 In his commentary on this 
passage of De inventione, John’s teacher Thierry of Chartres presented a 
similarly naturalistic interpretation of virtue: ‘The definition of virtue is 
to be understood thus: virtue is a habit of the mind by which the mind 
is made to return to the mean of nature through following reason. Vice 
exceeds the mean of nature; virtue, through following reason, produces a 
return to this mean.’58 While the Aristotelian interpretation sees virtue as a 
habitus produced by practice (albeit in conformity with an innate aptitude 
for the good), the Stoics regarded habitus as a fixed ethical intentionality 
– in accordance with nature – that the moral agent must display towards 
virtue or vice. According to the Aristotelian construct, we will begin to 
be virtuous by doing the right thing for the wrong reason; we will act 
as though we already have virtue in order to gain it by habituation. The 
Stoic, on the other hand, believes that virtuous action requires the attain-
ment of a fixed will in conformity with the right attitude of mind (habitus 
animi rectus); practice alone is not sufficient.59 As noted, the Stoic begin-
ner on the route to virtue will start by doing the right things without fully 
understanding why they are right, but it is only when they understand the 
place of their action in the scheme of ethical rationality that their acts will 
become truly virtuous. Given the emphasis placed in John’s writings on 
the dependence of virtue on faith and grace, it seems misguided to over-
emphasise the suggestion, per Nederman, that John truly believed that 
virtue resulted from repeated action in the Aristotelian sense.

Nederman’s argument focuses on Book V. 4 of the Policraticus, which 
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he describes as ‘the fullest exposition of John’s adaptation of the doctrine 
of habitus to specifically ethical matters’.60 The relevant passage is worth 
close examination: ‘Character [mos] is a habit of mind [mentis habitus] 
from which the repetition of single acts proceeds. For if an act is done 
once or more often, it does not immediately become part of character, 
unless by being done steadily it passes into usage [in usum].’61 Contrary 
to Nederman’s interpretation, this passage seems to suggest that John 
explicitly contrasted habitus with usus, whereby the interiority of mos as 
a mentis habitus is distinguished from what is done in practice, its usus. 
If this reading is correct, John is not being particularly Aristotelian with 
regard to his treatment of habitus in this instance.62 Furthermore, Book 
V.  4 concludes with a brief analysis of an issue that Marcia Colish has 
noted as critical for the medieval understanding of habitus, namely the 
issue of baptismal grace. John describes how we ‘become friends of God’ 
through ‘grace, without merit’, ‘through merit from grace’ or ‘through a 
difficult and happy death’. Some are ‘sanctified before they were born’, 
while some rely on ‘good works’, facilitated by grace. St Nicholas of Myra, 
for example, is singled out as having begun his practice of fasting while 
still in the cradle, something that John ascribes to his innate grace. 63 Some 
of John’s contemporaries use the term habitus to signify the latent baptis-
mal grace of infants; Colish, however, notes that the use of the terminology 
of habitus in this case is generic rather than Aristotelian; a habitus by this 
reading is simply something that a person possesses that is not yet acti-
vated.64 John does not use the term habitus in this part of his discussion, 
but it is clear from his emphasis on grace as the efficient factor facilitating 
proximity to God (the goal of the virtuous life) that his views are incon-
sistent with the Aristotelian idea of acquiring virtue through application. 
Contrary to Nederman, the Stoic concept of habitus – acts in consonance 
with a fixed ethical intentionality towards the good, systematically devel-
oped by the moral agent – seems to offer a better framework within which 
to understand the theories of the acquisition of virtues held by John and 
his contemporaries than the Aristotelian version, which seems to be 
applied inconsistently here, at best.

Nederman regards the ‘mean’ frequently referred to in John’s writings 
as essentially Aristotelian. We recall that the Aristotelian perspective held 
that virtue required a developed disposition, a grasp of virtuous principle 
which leads to the agent choosing an action most in conformity with the 
mean, a mean that is identified through an examination of the agent’s 
emotions. The mean, for Aristotle, is determined by practical wisdom 
(phronesis) and acted upon, as Julia Driver puts it, when ‘The virtuous 
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agent picks up on, and responds to, the ethically significant factors present 
in various contexts and tailors her actions accordingly’, using a type of 
‘ethically sensitive perception’.65 However, it is a mistake to identify this 
‘mean’ with ‘moderation’; Jean Porter suggests, rather, that ‘it is better 
understood in terms of the degree and kind of passions appropriate to a 
particular situation’: it recommends a proportionate response rather than 
a necessarily balanced one.66 Nederman believes that, like Aristotle, John 
considered that the ‘virtuous mean arises out of circumstantial determina-
tions’, claiming in particular that a lengthy passage in Policraticus, Book 
IV. 9, exemplifies an adherence to the Aristotelian concept of the mean, a 
precept that Nederman regards as ‘the basis of the doctrine of individual 
and political liberty espoused by John’.67 However, Nederman arguably 
conflates ‘mean’ with ‘moderation’ in his interpretation of this passage, 
resulting in a flawed analysis.68 The passage reads:

The next [commandment] is, ‘He shall not turn aside to the right side 
nor to the left.’ To turn aside to the right is to insist too vehemently 
on the virtues themselves. To turn aside to the right is to exceed the 
bounds of the mean [modum excedere] in the work of virtue, which con-
sists in the mean [quae in modo consistit]. For truly all such vehemence 
is the enemy of health and all excess is a fault; nothing is worse than 
the practice of good works! … To turn aside to the left means to break 
away or deviate from the way of virtue towards that of vice. So, one who 
is too quick to punish the faults of his subjects turns aside to the left, 
while one who is too quick to indulge their faults out of kindness turns 
aside to the right. Both deviate from the path [of virtue] but that which 
bends to the left is more destructive.69

While John uses the term ‘modo’, ‘mean’, the tenor of the passage as a 
whole suggests that this is a discussion of the practical obligations of mod-
eration, rather than of the content of the mean itself. Nederman’s interpre-
tation of the passage seems to rest in part on a misreading, as is evident 
from his translation of this passage in his partial edition of the Policraticus: 
‘To stray to the right is to insist vehemently on the virtues themselves. To 
stray to the left is to exceed the mean in the work of virtue, which consists 
in the mean.’70 By introducing a polarisation between ‘right’ and ‘left’, 
absent in the original Latin, at the opening of the passage, Nederman 
undermines the subtlety of John’s argument. John, rather, intends the pas-
sage to be read in two parts: the first section relates to excesses of virtue 
(straying to the right), and the second section concerns the excessive 
pursuit of vice (straying to the left). Through his mistranslation of the first 
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part, Nederman understands this passage as a unitary commentary on the 
‘mean’ and, thus, renders it more Aristotelian than it actually is. Rather, 
this passage is more persuasively read as a commentary on ‘moderation’ 
– the internal activities of the mind which ensure that virtue adheres to 
a rationally accessed ‘mean’ – and, as such, echoes the pre-eminence 
accorded to restraint and seemliness in the Stoic tradition. This latter 
interpretation is more persuasive, and reinforces John’s concern with the 
internal constancy of the moral agent towards the mean of the good.

Virtue: the personal and the political

Cicero’s De officiis is highly influential for John’s account of virtue, 
as it offers a rationale for virtuous behaviour in the political realm. In 
his treatise, Cicero adopts a Stoic idea: ‘they hold that everything that 
is honourable is beneficial, and nothing beneficial that is not honour-
able’.71 Referring to this as ‘the rule’, he suggests that the wise man will 
‘calculate’ what is appropriate on each occasion.72 The traditional Stoic 
position stated that to live virtuously was to choose the things which 
were in accordance with nature – a position that does not permit virtue 
and nature to be independently defined.73 Cicero modified this slightly: 
‘Indeed, when the Stoics say that the greatest good is to live agreeably 
with nature, this means, in my view, the following: always to concur 
with virtue; and as for other things that are in accordance with nature, 
to choose them if they do not conflict with virtue.’74 The ‘good life’ 
for humans, by this account, has two aspects: that it is a life in accord-
ance with nature, and that the good life is necessarily a life of virtue.75 
Natural impulses towards self-preservation and fellowship are shared 
by humans and animals alike, but only humans will have the rational 
power to identify appropriate duties, and only the sage will be consist-
ent in always choosing what is beneficial and honourable over what is 
personally advantageous.76 Although ‘certain kinds of duties have their 
origin in each individually’, ‘the chief place is accorded to the class of 
duties grounded in human fellowship’; Cicero denies that a wise man 
could do something that is useful for the res publica without it also being 
honourable.77 In so doing he redefines the content of the honestum. In 
opposition to conventional Roman interpretations of honourableness, 
Cicero sees the honestum as having value in itself; he ‘alters the term’s 
denotion from its link with actual honour to what is honourable whether 
or not anyone is looking’.78 The significance of this transformation lies in 
its blurring of the boundaries between public and private performance of 
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duties: the good man will act virtuously in private as well as in public, in 
the personal domain as well as in the political.

The coincidence between one’s personal and one’s social role makes 
Stoic philosophy relevant to political thought, in spite of the fact that 
Stoicism in its purest ideological form did not promote one particular 
form of government over another (although individual Stoic thinkers 
did). It was not a depoliticised ideology, however, as the intrinsic value of 
the polity was recognised.79 As Seneca put it: ‘The advantage of the state 
and that of the individual are yoked together; indeed it is as impossible to 
separate them as to separate the commendable from the desirable.’80 Such 
ideas were also diffused through a number of patristic intermediaries. 
Macrobius’s Commentarii in somnium Scipionis – John’s means of access 
to the final book of Cicero’s De re publica – discusses four types of virtues, 
the political being the first type.81 Macrobius defines a ‘political’ version of 
each of the cardinal virtues and notes that ‘By these virtues, the good man 
is first made lord of himself and then ruler of the state, and is just and pru-
dent in his regard for human welfare, never forgetting his obligations.’82 
Macrobius read Cicero through a neo-Platonic lens, permitting a refor-
mulation of the scheme of virtues and allowing a distinction to be drawn 
between the virtues as good in themselves and the abstract potential of a 
further ultimate good, attainable in an other-worldly context.83 He writes:

Now if the function and office of the virtues is to bless, and, moreover, if 
it is agreed that political virtues do exist, then political virtues do make 
men blessed. And so Cicero is right in claiming for the rulers of com-
monwealths a place ‘where they may enjoy a blessed existence forever’. 
In order to show that some men become blessed by the exercise of vir-
tues at leisure and others by virtues exercised in active careers, he did 
not say with finality that nothing is more gratifying to that supreme God 
than commonwealths, but added a qualification, ‘nothing that occurs 
on earth is more gratifying’.84

Macrobius offered medieval readers a reinterpretation of Cicero’s writ-
ings that was favourable for use in a Christian context, whereby the value 
of political systems and the active life was emphasised, but only in terms 
of their contribution to material happiness in a finite world.85 Moreover, 
as Maurizio Viroli has noted, Macrobius is an important conduit for the 
Roman philosophical ideal of ‘the idea of the political man, as defined by 
the possession of a specific set of virtues’.86

Another patristic text that can be argued to be of greater significance to 
John’s recommendation of the moderate application of the virtues in the 
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political realm than previously acknowledged is Martin of Braga’s pseudo-
Senecan Formula vitae honestae, written in the 570s.87 The influence of 
this text on John’s writings has been neglected, despite the fact that several 
copies of the short work existed in the library at Canterbury.88 Regardless 
of whether John believed that the treatise was by Seneca or not, it is of 
particular relevance to our study as the work is explicitly addressed to a 
king (named in some copies as Miro, king of the Sueves), and so directly 
applicable to a medieval monarchical context.89 The work goes through 
each of the four cardinal virtues in turn – prudence, fortitude, temperance 
and justice – and may have been copied in part from a lost De officiis writ-
ten by Seneca. The king is described as ‘already possessing the sagacity 
of natural wisdom’, but the prologue concludes with the comment that 
virtue is not only accessible to the faithful, as this book ‘gives advice 
which, even without the precepts of the divine Scripture, may be fulfilled 
under the natural law of human intelligence, even by the laity if they will 
live rightly and honourably’.90 The syncretic status of the text is explicit 
from this opening; the text provides moral advice derived from tradi-
tional classical models intended for use by a Christian king. Each of the 
virtues is accorded a single chapter describing its qualities and instances 
of application (chapters 2 to 5). These chapters are followed by a further 
four which describe the necessity of keeping each of these virtues within 
their appropriate bounds (chapters 6 to 9): ‘these four forms of virtue 
will make of you a perfect man, if you keep them righteously and in due 
measure and set proper bounds to your life’.91 The emphasis throughout, 
therefore, is on moderation. Prudence can be ensured ‘if you first judge 
and weigh everything in advance’, while ‘if prudence exceeds its bounds’ 
one will become over-cautious.92 Fortitude must not ‘be carried beyond 
its limits’, but a balance kept between being timid and bold.93 Continence 
or temperance must keep desires within the limits set by nature, and be 
observed ‘with this aim of moderation’.94 Finally, ‘justice’, ‘a silent agree-
ment of nature invented for the aid of many’, ‘must be controlled by hold-
ing fast to the mean’.95 The treatise concludes by explicitly emphasising 
the social context of the virtues: ‘If anyone would honourably devote his 
life to the advantage, not only of himself, but to that of many, he must 
observe the rules for the practice of the aforementioned virtues according 
to the mean, giving attention to considerations of time, place, persons, and 
circumstances.’96

Virtue, according to Martin, must accord with a mean, and must be 
practised with moderation and executed within certain limits – sentiments 
shared by John. Other arguments made by Martin are similar to those 
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found in the Policraticus. In his discussion of the virtue of prudence, 
Martin emphasises the value of prudence as a virtue which guards against 
flattery by curbing excessive pride. Continence also mitigates against flat-
tery: ‘The most difficult task of continence is to ward off the pleasantries 
of flatterers, whose words unnerve the mind by a kind of pleasure. Do 
not win friendship by agreeing with someone, nor let any approach you 
easily in order to win your favour.’97 Continence and prudence facilitate 
discernment and guard against deception. The prudent man will ‘exam-
ine counsels’, the treatise recommending a degree of scepticism: ‘Do not 
make up your mind on doubtful matters, but reserve your judgement. Do 
not swear that anything is so, for not everything that appears to be true is 
immediately true … As a matter of fact, the truth often retains the appear-
ance of a lie, while a lie is frequently hidden by the appearance of a truth. 
Just as a friend sometimes wears a stern countenance and a flatterer a 
pleasant expression, so verisimilitude puts on ornaments and makes itself 
attractive in order to deceive or rob.’98 Continence, in turn, also guards 
against deception: ‘Do not pretend to be what you are not, nor desire what 
you are to seem greater than you are.’99 These recommendations are akin 
to those found in the Policraticus, where deception is criticised and flat-
tery condemned. Despite the fact that John does not appear to quote the 
text directly, the fact that the Formula vitae honestae was widely available 
in this period made it a ripe candidate for emulation, and a viable model 
for the performance of the virtues within a political arena.

Moderation in action: prudence

John describes the classical virtues in Policraticus, Book IV. 12, by relat-
ing them to their contraries. He distinguishes between deception and 
fortitude, between contumely and prudence, between causing injury to 
another and temperance, and between injustice and justice. While he cata-
logues the cardinal, not the theological, virtues, he ascribes them a divine 
origin, asserting that they sprang from the ‘fonte honestatis’, the source of 
all good things, and equating the virtues with the four rivers of paradise, 
a metaphor he may have borrowed from Gregory the Great’s Moralia in 
Job.100 Although he regarded the four virtues as interrelated, John places 
a particular emphasis on justice, which he describes as ‘the queen of the 
virtues’ (an adage borrowed from Cicero’s De officiis), and on prudence, 
which he describes as ‘the root of all the other virtues’.101 In the next 
chapter, the virtues of fortitude and justice will be examined in detail, with 
particular reference to their importance for the prince. In the sections that 
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follow, the virtues of prudence and temperance – the regulatory virtues 
– will be investigated through a series of case studies regarding frugality, 
beneficence and avarice.

John explicitly credits Cicero as the source for his emphasis on pru-
dence in the Metalogicon, where it is noted that Cicero believed ‘enquiry 
into the truth’ to be the subject of prudence.102 Cicero accorded prudence 
a prime position owing to its connection with wisdom; if prudence is 
‘the knowledge of what is good, what is bad, and what is neither good 
nor bad’, then it is the principal virtue permitting discernment, and so 
works in association with wisdom in attaining knowledge of all things.103 
In the same passage of the Metalogicon, John provides another account 
of the relationship between the virtues: ‘Prudence consists entirely in 
insight into the truth, together with a certain skill in examining the latter. 
Furthermore, justice embraces the truth, and fortitude protects it, while 
temperance moderates the exercise of the aforesaid virtues.’104 Later, he 
extols prudence with reference to Cicero again: ‘Prudence, according to 
Cicero, is a virtue of the soul, concerned with the investigation, percep-
tion and skilful use of the truth.’105 One of the principal purposes of the 
Metalogicon is to defend the arts of the trivium, particularly the claims 
of dialectic, against those who wish to find shortcuts to wisdom.106 As 
prudence is connected to the practice of dialectic and the pursuit of 
wisdom, establishing its role as a principal virtue may also be regarded 
as a subsidiary aim of the Metalogicon. Prudence is similarly emphasised 
in the Policraticus, where John describes its value to the res publica: ‘For 
without prudence and vigilance not only will a res publica not progress, 
but nor can a house remain sturdy.’107 Thus, prudence for John is a virtue 
with both personal and political implications.

John is distinctive in the role he accords to prudence, a virtue which 
held a less significant place in other twelfth-century accounts. In part, as 
Alexander Murray noted, this is to do with the double meaning of ‘pru-
dence’ in the twelfth century: ‘The word prudence could basically have 
two meanings. One was the Stoic meaning, as heavily elaborated by the 
scholastics. For them prudence was the virtue which distinguished aids 
and obstacles to the love of God. It was the recognition of the moral course 
of action. … But there was another meaning: another set of presupposi-
tions, that is to say, beside the Christian, for interpreting the chief Stoic 
virtue. In modern English the word prudent implies “worldly-wisdom” 
… So it did commonly in both Latin and the main vernaculars throughout 
the period when we have testimonies of these languages.’108 Thierry of 
Chartres, for example, describes prudence simply as a virtue consisting 
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of the capacity to choose one thing and reject another.109 William of 
Conches’s Moralium dogma philosophorum presented a similar interpre-
tation.110 Abelard’s Philosopher in the Collationes employed a definition 
akin to that found in De inventione (‘the ability to distinguish between 
these things – between evil and good things’), but argued that prudence 
cannot be a virtue, because the wicked also have the capacity to distin-
guish between good and evil; it is not a power limited to the good.111 
Instead, the Philosopher suggests that it could be regarded as ‘the mother 
or origins of virtue rather than a virtue itself’.112

A potentially influential source for John’s emphasis on prudence is 
the place held by the virtue in Ambrose’s De officiis ministrorum. While 
Ambrose provided a substantial examination of the virtues from a theolog-
ical perspective in his exegetical work De Iacob et beata vita, in De officiis 
ministrorum the Roman virtues come to the fore, indicating its Ciceronian 
inspiration. Ambrose’s principal contribution to John’s understanding of 
the virtues is his recasting of Ciceronian prudence as a Christian virtue, 
whereby its facility in attaining knowledge of the truth is equated with the 
knowledge of God through faith.113 Like John, Ambrose also regards pru-
dence as ‘the source from which all the other duties derive’.114 Ambrose 
adapts the connection between prudence and justice posited by Cicero, 
making it depend not only on the capacity of prudence to determine 
what is just, but also on faith: ‘For justice cannot exist without prudence, 
since it takes no small measure of prudence to determine which is the 
just course of action and which is the unjust: a mistake on either side is 
equally serious. … But similarly, prudence cannot exist without justice, 
since piety towards God is the beginning of understanding.’115 A similar 
relationship between justice and piety is posed by John, as we shall see in 
Chapter 6.

Avarice and frugality

An area that serves as an illustration of John’s treatment of temperance 
and prudence is his account of the politics of money. Money became 
of increasing importance in the twelfth century, a period when the 
‘Commercial Revolution’ gathered pace, and the use and availability of 
money increased.116 This increase in the availability of fluid cash sources 
facilitated social liquidity: as Alexander Murray puts it, ‘liquidity in wealth 
makes for social liquidity; abstraction in wealth makes for an abstraction 
of power’.117 As noted in Chapter 4, John’s association of the financial 
officers of the polity with the sides of the body, and so with the digestive 
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system, exploits a popular trope, that is, the association between avarice 
and defecation. It is unsavoury connotations such as these that lead John 
to dismiss avarice as the worst and most execrable vice, particularly 
among those who hold public office. Money is the fuel and progenitor of 
avarice; as John ironically notes, money is held in high value, since if such 
value was not placed on it there would be no need for money.118 At a later 
juncture, John points out that praise and favour derive ‘from deeds and 
from money’ but that the route of gaining praise through money is easier, 
although not as impressive.119 To this end, he recommends that the prince 
should be no pauper king; he is allowed to be wealthy, although his money 
must be not considered a matter of personal profit, but as belonging to the 
people at large.120 Indeed, John recommends that one way to avoid the 
avarice of courtiers is to ensure that officials are adequately provided for 
out of public funds – ‘so as to go about removing all occasion for malice’.121

To paraphrase John’s conundrum in modern parlance: it is clear that 
even if ‘money is the root of all evil’, it is also ‘money that makes the world 
go round’. Even Pope Adrian IV, in response to John’s questioning on 
the avarice of the curia, suggested that John should ‘not seek to measure 
our [the papacy] austerity or that of temporal princes, but attend rather 
to the utility of all’, using, as we saw in Chapter 3, the fable of the starved 
stomach to argue that the curia be sufficiently funded.122 The contradic-
tion in this debate between Adrian and John is acute; it is, in essence, a 
debate between the value of spiritual poverty, as preached by the apostles, 
and the material demands of the hierarchy of the Church and polity.123 
Concern over the politics of money is not simply the disaffected theoreti-
cal response of morally minded clerics, but a real attempt to articulate new 
requirements of contemporary society, the need to formulate a code of 
practice for a hierarchical power structure which is no longer exclusively 
bound by land or kinship. The connection between avarice and ambition 
is one frequently made by John: ‘Wealth is poured out in wooing power; 
and the more power is lusted after, the more easily money is spent. But 
when power is attained, one exalts oneself into a tyrant, and, spurning 
equity, does not scruple in the sight of God to oppress and humiliate the 
equals of one’s rank and nature.’124 Avarice, therefore, is not simply a per-
version of Christian virtues, but a very perversion of the Christian order. 
Just as the money economy threatened to overturn conventional societal 
rankings, so too the elevation of money as a thing of worship threatened 
to overturn God’s rightful position. John, quoting Horace, comments that 
the wealthy man is thought to be the wise man, as ‘“birth and beauty are 
gifts of Queen Money, and the goddesses Persuasion and Venus grace the 
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man who is well-to-do”, so that man who is rich, who prospers in his own 
ways, is [wrongly] judged as wise and happy’.125 ‘Regina Pecunia’ rules in 
the place of God.126

Avarice is not, of course, limited to the ruler, but is found on all levels 
of the court, indeed on all levels of society. John points out that the trade 
among court officials is not purely material, but extends into the immate-
rial: ‘No act, no word, nothing is to be had without payment, not even 
silence; silence itself is for sale.’127 Quoting from Juvenal, John comments: 
‘Everyone’s credit matches the amount of coins he keeps in his treasure 
chest’: character does not matter as much as money.128 Indeed, it is the 
dissimulation of liberality and beneficence – virtues which oppose avarice 
– that seems to annoy John the most. But refraining from hoarding is not 
sufficient; the man who seeks to avoid avarice must be as consistent in 
his internal actions as he is in his external behaviour. It is illuminating to 
look at John’s commentary on contemporary clerical orders in this light. 
John is particularly scathing about orders that do not practise what they 
preach. He points out that the Carthusians are known for their rejection 
of material goods and ‘triumph over avarice’, while the Cistercians follow 
the ‘precepts and footsteps of blessed Benedict precisely’.129 Nonetheless, 
there are worthy and unworthy men among them, and in some instances 
their claim to virtue is solely made on account of their association with 
their order, and cannot be seen as evidence of a genuine commitment 
to frugality; these wolves-in-sheep’s-clothing are like the hypocritical 
Pharisees criticised in the Bible who flaunt their fasting and piety over 
others.130

How then should we live? John recommends moderate frugality as a 
counter-balance to avarice. Roman sources provide the grist for his argu-
ment, with the satires of Juvenal and Horace offering a literary precedent, 
while Stoic accounts of moderation provide a philosophical framework. 
Murray has contended that such dependence on Roman sources dem-
onstrates a recognition on the part of medieval scholars of the fact that 
Horace, Juvenal and Seneca lived in a commercial world and so could 
serve as the source of old ways to understand new problems.131 Frugality 
is described as a ‘moderating virtue that is ignorant of use and misuse’ by 
John, who even asserts, drawing on Cicero, that ‘Acceptable are the vices 
of him who compensates faults of character by being sparing in expendi-
ture. As Cicero says, “economy is the best revenue”.’132 John comments 
that ‘philosophy does not enjoin us to flee from riches, but to inhibit our 
appetite for them. It demands a sane mind, which is satisfied with itself 
in every twist of fortune, in such a way, nevertheless, that its satisfaction 
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is from God.’133 Avarice, on the other hand, demonstrates the opposite 
characteristics: ‘The madness of avarice consists in these two things: an 
immoderate appetite for what is not one’s own combined with a tenacious 
protection of what is; whoever makes immoderate demands for what they 
do not have exceeds the law of necessity and utility.’134 John counters 
his description of avaricious clergy with reference to clerics who do not 
dissimulate, notably the Carthusians and the Grandmontines, whom he 
praises as they ‘have fixed limits to their desires, even to their necessities, 
and restrain avarice with the reins of moderation’.135 John’s commentary, 
therefore, aligns with the Stoic theory on the indifferents; wealth and 
material goods are superfluous to the pursuit of virtue and must always be 
treated with moderation and with an eye towards the Ciceronian principle 
of decorum, choosing what is in line with honour and utility.

The Epicurean

The foil to the frugal man is the Epicurean, who epitomises the futility of 
excess. While the ‘four rivers of virtue’ stem from divine grace, the four 
rivers of vice, namely ‘the love of possession’, ‘self-indulgence’, ‘tyranny’ 
and ‘excessive ambition’, stem from ‘the garden of the Epicureans’, with 
lust as their common source.136 John provides a relatively extensive treat-
ment of the Epicurean School, whose views he regards as pervasive in 
contemporary courtly society. Epicureans pursue physical gratification, 
and prioritise self-indulgence in the ruthless pursuit of what they mis-
takenly regard as happiness. John generalises the category of Epicurean 
to apply not only to the ‘horde’ who followed Epicurus, but also to ‘the 
multitude of men who are slaves to lust’ and ‘devotees of pleasure’.137 It 
is intriguing to note that John’s critique of Epicureanism depends on a 
subtle distinction that he makes between the Epicureans and the founder 
of the School, Epicurus (341–270 BC). The Epicureans are doubly mis-
taken, not only because they pursue self-indulgence, but also because they 
have deliberately misinterpreted the views of Epicurus. Epicurus recom-
mended the ‘happy life’, but his followers interpreted this as legimitising 
unbridled physical pleasure. Epicurus himself, on the other hand, prized 
frugality and temperance, according to John: ‘Seneca and many other 
distinguished philosophers, not to mention our own writers, testify that 
his [Epicurus’s] works are replete with references to vegetables, fruits and 
other inexpensive foods.’138 In Policraticus, Book VIII. 11, John explicitly 
defends Epicurus against the charge that he recommended carnal pleasure 
as a means of satiating lust, reiterating the claim that Seneca praised his 
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virtue and that his views were corrupted by those of his followers.139 In 
Book VIII. 25, towards the conclusion of the Policraticus, John returns 
to the distinction between Epicurus and his followers; pointing out that 
the appropriate route to happiness is the life of virtue, he says that this 
‘true dependable road’ leads to ‘the condition to be attained that Epicurus 
desired’.140 John, therefore, does not deny the legitimacy of Epicurus’s 
aim – happiness is the ultimate goal – although he believes that this happi-
ness is not to be found in earthly rewards. It is, therefore, the hypocrisy of 
the pleasure-seeking Epicureans that he reviles.

A comparable valorisation of Epicurus is found in Abelard’s 
Collationes, where the Philosopher suggests to the Christian that ‘the hap-
piness which Epicurus calls “pleasure”, your Christ calls “the Kingdom of 
Heaven.” What does a thing’s name matter, so long as the thing stays the 
same, and neither the happiness nor the aim in living justly differs between 
philosophers and Christians?’141 Abelard’s Philosopher, like John, cites 
Seneca as a source for this positive perspective on Epicurus: ‘Otherwise 
… Seneca – that greatest teacher of good behaviour, whose life, as you 
yourself have acknowledged, was very continent – would not have fre-
quently brought the views of Epicurus, as if he were his master, into 
his moral teaching. He would not have done so if, as it is said, Epicurus 
had gone away from the path of restraint and worthiness.’142 As David 
Luscombe has noted, John’s critique of Epicureanism can also be read as 
an attempt to ‘search for a compromise between renunciation of the world 
and reform of society and of courtly life’.143 His elevation of Epicurus as 
a model of frugality offered a corrective to prevailing negative tendencies 
towards avarice, observed particularly in courtly life, where courtiers 
were the new Epicureans. Hans Liebeschütz recognised that Seneca was 
‘the foremost authority for John’s argument that frugality is the key to the 
right life’, but while the sentiment of this pronouncement may be true, he 
based this statement on a perceived similarity between John’s writings and 
Seneca’s Letter 108, a letter that John is unlikely to have accessed.144 It is 
probable, however, that the letters served more generally as a source for 
John’s positive remarks on frugality.145 For example, Seneca comments in 
Letter 5 to Lucilius, ‘Philosophy calls for plain living, but not for penance. 
… This is the mean of which I approve.’146 This statement is comparable 
to John’s claim that philosophy does not prohibit riches, but simply the 
excessive desire for them.147 Furthermore, John could have accessed 
Seneca’s views on frugality in De beneficiis, where Seneca states that it 
consists in ‘knowing how to avoid unnecessary expenditure, or the art of 
applying moderation to the use of private means’.148
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Beneficence

Frugality counteracts avarice to a degree, but a further counteracting 
practice emphasised by John is beneficence. The primary source for 
John’s recommendations on just benefaction was Seneca, notably his De 
beneficiis. This text posits that the bond that joins humanity together in its 
pursuit of living in accordance with nature is beneficence: ‘What we need 
is a discussion of benefits and the rules for a practice that constitutes the 
chief bond of human society.’149 As Griffin points out, for Seneca, benefi-
cence is often associated with the gods and ‘is a model from which correct 
human conduct can be inferred’.150 Like Seneca, John sees beneficence as 
a matter of good character, a practice that requires integrity; for example, 
one needs to make promises that one can keep and efficiently act on.151 
John notes that the character of the giver and the recipient is influential, 
or as Seneca puts it: ‘what counts is, not what is done or what is given, but 
the spirit of the action, because a benefit consists, not in what is done or 
given, but in the intention of the giver or doer’.152 Therefore, the act of 
giving does not in itself suffice; it must also be done in good faith. John 
comments that ‘the case and the person’ should be the determinants of 
appropriate giving. ‘Gifts should not be accepted from a dishonourable 
giver nor under dishonourable circumstances’ but should be determined 
by ‘the time, the place and the manner’; a gift is rendered honourable if it is 
given in honourable circumstances, but sordid if it is not.153 Furthermore, 
benefaction must correspond to need, not to avaricious desire, and must 
not be given with the expectation of return, as the best form of liberality 
is that which does not take into account the prospect of remuneration.154 
The frugal man is the worthy recipient of benefaction because he does not 
lust after riches for his own advancement, unlike the avaricious man. John 
extends his treatment of just beneficence, and its contraries, rapaciousness 
and feigned generosity, into a critique of contemporary society. The dis-
simulation of false liberality is, in John’s mind, among the principal flaws 
of the court:

Among all the triflers of the court, the ones who harm most perni-
ciously are those who gloss over their miserable follies under the 
pretext of honourableness and liberality, those handsome men who 
strut about, who dine splendidly, who often urge strangers to join them 
at table, who are kindly at home, friendly in public, affable in speech, 
liberal in their opinions, generous in caring for those who are close to 
them and famous for their imitation of all the virtues.155
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In spite of such critiques, John does not deny the value of true liberality 
when practised by the wealthy man. Indeed, he comments that a king may 
be wealthy, provided that he looks upon his wealth as belonging to all.156 
Furthermore, liberality should not be limited to material goods, but also 
extends to good deeds: ‘For those who are liberal with the industry and 
works of virtue will be of use to many; in benefiting others they will have 
the help of many. Therefore, the practice of doing good prepares them to 
be better so as to make them deserve the good of many.’157 Like Seneca, 
John sees just beneficence as having an implication beyond its immediate 
context of gift and receipt; instead, it is a template for living well in a social 
and political community.

An intriguing application of this advice is found in the annotations 
appended to Oxford, Bodleian Library, MS Canon. Pat. Lat 131. As noted 
in Chapter 1, it has been suggested that the annotations to this manuscript, 
a copy of Lactantius’s Institutiones divinae, were written by John himself, 
probably between 1156 and 1164, and that this was the copy of Lactantius’ 
text left to the cathedral library at Chartres upon his death.158 A number 
of annotations are found in the margins of Book VI. 12, fos 107r–108r, the 
section where Lactantius discusses beneficence and poverty. The annota-
tor highlights multiple passages with nota signs, which extend alongside 
the length of the passages of interest. The first passage reads: ‘it needs to 
be fully understood that hope of a return must be absolutely missing from 
the exercise of mercy: only God may look for reward from this particular 
work’; the second notes, ‘distinguished and powerful men cannot be in 
need of anything, since their wealth protects them as well as distinguish-
ing them’.159 The third points out that ‘it is benefactions to the outsider 
that truly deserve praise, because such acts come of humanity alone’.160 
The annotator accompanies the next nota sign with a exhortation: ‘Audi 
Thoma’, which is interpreted by Barker and Ross as a direct plea to 
Thomas Becket. The passage it highlights reads: ‘the giving of people 
who waste their inheritance on shows is trivial and futile, and has nothing 
to do with justice at all. Gift shouldn’t even be the word when the only 
recipients are wholly undeserving.’161 The annotator marks six further 
sections within this chapter. The first three relate to the end of life: accept-
ing death without regret, the obligation to bury strangers and paupers, 
irrational fear of poverty.162 The fourth and fifth nota signs situate such 
obligations in the context of religious observation, noting that ‘a man rich 
with God can never be poor’ and that ‘despising and trampling on mortal 
things is the mark of a soul that rides high’.163 The sixth passage reads, 
‘if you cannot manage great deeds on your own, practise justice as best 
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as you can, but do it so that your effort compared with the rest matches 
your means compared with the rest’.164 Two further passages are marked 
with both nota signs and textual annotations. ‘Audi Thoma’ appears again 
alongside the following passage: ‘What you buy wild animals with, free 
captives with; what you feed the animals with, feed the poor with; what 
you buy gladiators with, bury the innocent dead with.’165 The next mar-
ginal nota sign is accompanied by the word ‘Henriciani’, a reference to 
the supporters of Henry II, and marks this passage: ‘What is the point of 
making rich men out of animal fighters, and of equipping them for crime? 
They are hopelessly wicked anyway. Turn what is about to go to awful 
waste into a great sacrifice, so that these true gifts may win you the eternal 
gift from God.’166 Finally, in the next chapter, a further passage is marked 
‘Caute’ – encouraging its reader to take heed – and remarks that the peni-
tent man should try even harder to be generous, for virtue’s sake.167

If these annotations can be associated with John, which seems highly 
plausible given their theme and the provenance of the manuscript, then 
they clearly demonstrate the emphasis placed by him on the role of benefi-
cence. Benefaction, particularly to outsiders, the poor and those who do 
not expect any return, is a mark of good rulership, whether in an ecclesi-
astical or royal context. Frugality, in turn, clearly edifies one’s character. 
Exhortations in the vein of those highlighted in the Lactantius manuscript 
are frequently found in the letters composed by John during his exile. 
In Letter 188, addressed to Nicholas of Mont-Saint-Jacques at Rouen 
and composed around the end of 1166, for example, John compares the 
poverty of the exiles to that of Christ himself. He commends Nicholas’s 
generosity, saying that ‘Gratitude should be all the greater when frequent 
and substantial benefits have come, not to answer desert or a deserving 
case, but from a rich vein of inborn generosity.’168 A further example of 
this sentiment can be found in Letter 194 to John Saracen, also composed 
around this period (1166–67). In this letter, John regards his poverty in 
exile as a virtue. Exile, according to John, could be termed a ‘friend’ as it 
‘drove away courtly trifles and alluring pleasures’; he reflects how it ‘urged 
me on the path of virtue, and numbered me among the throngs of the phi-
losophers’.169 John writes, ‘I am far freer than when burdened by worldy 
chattels and fardels gained by chance’, noting that ‘for the Christian, too, 
the whole world is exile, a pilgrimage apart from God, so that he is never 
exalted by prosperity’.170 Given that true happiness cannot be found in 
this world – a perspective partly shaped by the Augustinian notion of the 
separation of the Christian from God in the earthly city, and partly by 
the Stoic contention that money and material goods were to be counted 
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among the indifferents – true satisfaction cannot be found in either wealth 
or honour.

Conclusion: ruling with moderation

Moderation is a key concept in John’s work: it is his solution to the 
conundrum of how the prince could simultaneously be a figure of great 
economic power, a practitioner of public virtue and one obliged to be 
free with his generosity. The good prince is the one who is willing to give 
when required, but knows when to be restrained in his liberality. As John 
puts it, ‘There are some however whose frugality must be inhibited, since 
they are by nature inclined to avarice. Then there are others upon whom 
it must be enjoined with greater precision, since they are prodigal, in 
contempt of a budget and wasteful; they do not discern between use and 
abuse.’171 Balance is vital. John’s most extensive discussion of tyranny is 
situated in the context of his observations regarding money and wealth: 
the necessity of moderation in the bestowal of gifts, the dangers of self-
indulgence and avarice, and the politics of the Roman laws concerning 
food. The critique of avarice and the money market in John’s work pro-
vides an important analogy to his comments on corrupt kingship; the fact 
that John saw the two as linked is exemplified most strongly in Book VIII 
of the Policraticus, where they are discussed in tandem. John criticises the 
avaricious and excessive – those who do not practise moderation in their 
lives – but excess in the pursuit of power is also a feature of the tyrant: 
‘Therefore respect for the honorable and the just is hardly or not present 
in the face of tyrants; and whether they are ecclesiastical or temporal, they 
want to be able to do all things, despising what should precede and follow 
the exercise of power.’172 The next chapter will trace the role played by 
excess in defining the tyrant.
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The princely head

The virtues of temperance and prudence, the regulatory virtues, aid 
the individual in the pursuit of moderation. The two remaining 

cardinal virtues, fortitude and justice, have particular relevance for the 
prince, however, as his position as head of the res publica means that he 
is uniquely placed to abuse these virtues on a scale that would be detri-
mental for the polity as a whole. Good leadership and its counterpart, 
tyranny, are a constant preoccupation in John’s works. John’s emphasis 
on virtuous living forms part of his attempt to identify the qualities of a 
good prince, while his account of moderation aims, in part, to illustrate 
the dangers of excess – a warning to the would-be tyrant. This chapter 
will show how the proper observation of fortitude and justice, alongside 
the other virtues, aids the properly-ordered polity. By extension, it will 
also examine the characteristics of the good and bad prince. If moderation 
and virtuous living are established as normative goals for ecclesiastical and 
secular rulers alike, how can immoderate and unvirtuous leaders be coun-
tered? To answer this question, we must examine John’s political ideas 
within the historical context from which they emanated. The ecclesiastical 
and secular political events of which John was a first-hand observer are 
of particular relevance, and the chapter will close with an examination 
of three case studies: King Stephen, Frederick Barbarossa and Thomas 
Becket. Placing John’s theoretical approach to bad rulership alongside his 
comments on contemporary bad rulers permits a deeper understanding 
of the implications of his views – particularly those regarding tyrannicide 
– while providing an insight into the practical connotations of John’s writ-
ings for the political and social milieux of which he was a part.
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Fortitude and the ‘two swords’

John viewed courage as the counter-virtue to deceit and timidity. While 
references to it are often oblique, courage or fortitude is a constant theme 
throughout John’s works, from the extensive discussion of the military 
found in Book VI of the Policraticus to the chiliastic vitriol of the letters 
written during his period of exile. Much of John’s commentary on practi-
cal matters relating to the activities of armies is pulled from Vegetius’s De 
re militari, a Roman text on military strategy that he depends on heavily 
in Book VI of the Policraticus in the sections dealing with the ‘armed 
hand’ of the body politic.1 As John Hosler’s study of John as a military 
thinker has demonstrated, John illustrates his account of military profi-
ciency through a series of exempla drawn from Roman sources and from 
the Old Testament. Many of these exempla share the common theme of 
arguing that war should be led by ‘great men’, namely princes and kings.2 
Hosler’s focus is primarily on the extent of John’s practical military knowl-
edge, but it is also instructive to consider the implications of the elevated 
metaphoric language used in his discussions of power, as these reveal his 
theoretical views on the virtue of fortitude.

John made frequent use of the metaphor of the ‘two swords’, a meta-
phor that refers to the division of power between secular and religious 
authorities. The distribution of power between these two authorities 
was described by Pope Gelasius I (d. 496), who in an influential letter to 
the emperor Anastasius wrote, ‘The world is chiefly governed by these 
two: the sacred authority of bishops and the royal power. … For you 
know, most merciful son, that although you rule over the human race in 
dignity, you nevertheless bow the neck to those who are placed in charge 
of religious matters and seek from them the means of your salvation; and 
you understand that, according to the order of religion, in what concerns 
the receiving and correct administering of the heavenly sacraments you 
must be subject rather than in command.’3 This ‘Gelasian sentence’ 
was adopted and adapted for purpose by polemicists in the Investiture 
Contest as a rationale for the dominance of the papacy in all spheres, 
including the temporal.4 Meanwhile, the ‘two swords’ metaphor, used 
to signify the temporal and sacred spheres, developed from exegetical 
treatments of Luke 22:38: ‘They [the apostles] said “Lord, look, here are 
two swords.” He replied, “It is enough.”’ During the eleventh century the 
sentiment of the ‘Gelasian sentence’ was conflated with the metaphor of 
the two swords, so that by the twelfth century the sword became a power-
ful symbol for the execution of rulership by the Church, as demonstrated 
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by Bernard of Clairvaux’s De consideratione, a manual written for Pope 
Eugenius III (d. 1153).5 In Book II of that text Bernard advises Eugenius 
to ‘Put on your sword, the sword of the spirit which is the word of God.’6 
Similar advice is found in Bernard’s letter to Eugenius exhorting him to 
launch a new crusade (1150), where Eugenius is encouraged to ‘put forth 
both swords’; Bernard claims, ‘both are Peter’s, the one to be unsheathed 
at his nod, the other by his hand, whenever necessary’.7 The subservience 
of temporal to sacral power is clearly implied by Bernard through his use 
of the metaphor of the sword: ‘Both swords, that is, the spiritual and the 
material, belong to the Church; however the latter is to be drawn for the 
Church and the former by the Church.’8

Another text that illustrates the ubiquity of the metaphor of the sword 
in this period is the Sentences of the English scholar Robert Pullen, who is 
identified in the Metalogicon as one of John’s teachers of theology.9 Robert 
does not claim that both the spiritual and material swords belong to the 
Church, but asserts that they must be used in its defence.10 He draws 
on the physical form of the sword, saying that as the hilt of a sword is in 
the shape of a cross, both swords should be used to defend the Cross of 
Christ:

Without doubt, the Holy Church, that is the body of the head that, 
indeed, supports it against the world, needs two swords in attack, as 
the sign of the cross shows. Of course, it is lawful neither to defend nor 
to fight, except where it is made appropriate that you save that revered 
cross. Of the swords, the one is assigned to clerics, the other to the 
laity.11

By this reading, the king must protect the Church, acting in accordance 
with justice to be worthy of his title: ‘The king due to his ministry cher-
ishes the Church and its offspring, stands in equity, destroys by all means 
the true enemies of justice; if he does this call him king, otherwise he 
cultivates the false name of tyrant.’12 Pullen elevates justice into a feature 
of perfect rulership; the tyrant who debases justice and persecutes the 
Church should be rejected as a false ruler, a perspective John would also 
promulgate.

John’s most extended contribution to the fraught issue of whether the 
temporal sword was devolved to secular powers by the Church is found 
in Policraticus, Book VI. 8. Here, referring directly to Luke 22:38, John 
describes how ‘two swords’ are ‘enough’ for the Christian imperium, and 
states that those who usurp power through other means (by wielding 
weapons against the Church, or through illegitimate soldiery) constitute 
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a direct attack on the Church.13 John outlines the duties of legitimate 
soldiers; they should ‘protect the Church, attack infidelity, venerate the 
priesthood, ward off offences of the poor, pacify the province, pour out 
their blood for their brother … and, if needs be, lay down their lives’.14 
Their swords are ‘two-edged’; physical swords are contrasted on several 
occasions in John’s letters with the more powerful sword of the Holy 
Spirit.15 In wielding the temporal sword, secular power is necessarily sub-
servient to the stronger power of God. John describes how secular forces 
are obliged to follow, not their own judgement, but ‘the decision of God, 
the angels and men, in accordance with equity and public utility’.16 The 
strength of this statement is reinforced by the discussion found in the fol-
lowing chapter regarding the relative degrees of obedience owed to God 
and secular rulers. John asserts that a soldier does not necessarily have to 
serve a Christian ruler, but if he does not do so, he must serve ‘without 
damage to his own faith’; his obedience to the prince and the res publica 
are of secondary importance to this obedience to God.17 While John 
seems to starkly prioritise obedience to God over others, he also notes 
that the formula of the military oath (outlined in VI. 7), when followed cor-
rectly, does not permit a distinction between the aims of God and those of 
the prince and the res publica. Living virtuously, in pursuit of courage and 
fortitude, implies living faithfully.

A comparable treatment of this account of the ‘two swords’ is found in 
Letter 269, written to Nicholas, sheriff (vicecomite) of Essex, at some point 
between 1164 and 1169. In this letter John compares the office of comites 
to that of priests, who are ‘called by the Pope to exercise pastoral care and 
wield the spiritual sword’. Comites, on the other hand, ‘are summoned by 
the king into the fellowship of the temporal sword’; they are ‘bishops of 
the law of the world’.18 All comites, whether provincial or local, ‘carry the 
sword, not to carry out the bloody sentences of the tyrants of old, but in 
obedience to the divine law to serve the public good according to its rule, 
to the punishment of evil doers and the praise of good men’.19 This letter 
stresses the obligations that priests and secular rulers have towards their 
respective corporate communities. It also re-emphasises the obligation 
towards ‘public utility’ that secular rulers have, on top of their obligation 
to respect divine law. This combination of obligations is expressed by the 
frequent association in John’s letters of the metaphor of the sword with 
the metaphor of the Church as the bride of Christ.20 This mixing of meta-
phors evokes Bernard of Clairvaux’s letter to Eugenius III encouraging 
him to ‘take out both swords in defence of the Eastern Church’ and the 
‘bride’ of Christ, in this case the Holy Land.21 In his exploitation of such 
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motifs, John appeals to a powerful rhetoric that had a considerable exeget-
ical and polemical heritage. Armies have a dual responsibility: they must 
protect the Church as well as defending public utility. As Christopher 
Allmand has established, John’s extensive discussion of Vegetius’s mili-
tary teachings was intended to reinforce the ruler’s obligation to keep 
peace and protect society.22 Maintaining the Church and respecting faith 
is an inextricable aspect of the preservation of the common good.

Justice

What does the ‘equity’ with which military activity is supposed to conform 
consist of? This question brings to the fore the fourth and final cardinal 
virtue, justice. Justice (along with its opposing vice, injustice) is a recur-
rent theme in John’s works. John discusses the meaning of equity and 
justice on several occasions in the Policraticus, while in the Metalogicon 
he offers a pragmatic distinction between civil law and natural justice: 
‘civil laws frequently acquire their power from human constitution, while 
what is believed to be expedient for the common welfare is equivalent 
to natural justice’.23 A similar tack is followed in Entheticus where he 
focuses on the difference between divine and human law. Divine law is 
‘the only mistress of life for good men, not the rites of the ancients which 
are wanting in reason’.24 Human law must conform with God’s law.25 Van 
Laarhoven suggests that the distinction made here between ‘ius divinum 
et humanum’ is ‘a theological statement in a “political theory”: civil or 
royal rights are not at all independent, they have to fit into a higher system 
of divine justice’.26 We must be careful not to overstate the case, however; 
John is not seeking to justify through this definition a practical sublima-
tion of the civil or royal sphere into the ecclesiastical domain. Rather, he is 
simply acknowledging the debt that human law owes to divine law. John 
is dismissive of the claim of ‘the rites of the ancients’ to constitute an indis-
putable source of law: ‘civil law’ does not serve as an appropriate standard 
of justice in his eyes. Instead, divine law has the pre-eminent claim to 
act as the standard by which human laws are judged; divine law has the 
right ‘reason’ that the ancient laws, the human laws, lack. This perspec-
tive is reinforced by a comment made in the Metalogicon describing how 
civil law, like other branches of learning, ‘has its own fictions’, figments 
intended to aid reason, which are not to be confused with reason itself.27

John provides a definition of law in the Policraticus which does not 
differentiate between civil or human law, but appeals directly to theo-
logical principles: ‘Law is the gift of God, the form of equity, a standard 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/12/2023 6:36 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



john of salisbury

186

of justice, an image of the divine will, the guardian of safety, a binding 
and confirming unity between peoples, a rule of duties, an excluder and 
eliminator of vices, a punishment of violence and all offences.’28 As already 
noted in Chapter 3, John opposes the virtue of justice to the desire for 
self-advancement; it is the foundational virtue that facilitates the extension 
of care outside one’s immediate circle, to the community and ultimately 
to all.29 Adapting a scriptural precept, he asserts that character (mos) ‘is 
right, if one does for another what he would have another do for himself 
and refrains from imposing upon another what he would not wish another 
to impose on himself’.30 John says too that ‘one cannot wish too much for 
justice unless one can be too just or too happy’.31 In Policraticus, Book 
IV. 9, John uses Ciceronian language to describe justice as the ‘queen of 
the virtues’, while noting that one must observe moderation in its practice, 
citing the biblical precept of Ecclesiastes 7:17: ‘nolli esse justum multum’ – 
‘be not over just’. However, it would seem that John believes that certain 
aspects of justice can never be excessive; they have ‘perpetual necessity, 
having legitimacy among all peoples’, namely the maxims “‘Do not do to 
others what you would not have done to yourself” and “Do to others as 
you would have them do to you.’”32

The implication is that while one can go too far in one’s performance of 
the other virtues, one cannot be overly just, provided that one recognises 
that the ‘greater law’ that forms the content of the virtue of justice is divine 
law. This is the logical conclusion of the study of the relationship between 
nature and reason outlined in Chapter 2. For John the ultimate aim of 
reason was knowledge of God; if reason aims towards ‘following nature’, 
then the ‘law of nature’ must be equivalent to the ‘law of God’. At various 
points in his letters John stresses this relationship between law and reason. 
In a letter written to Thomas Becket in the first half of 1168, he writes 
that ‘reason never leads to the perversion of justice’.33 In another letter, 
written to his brother Richard in the early summer of 1166, in the wake of 
Becket’s excommunications of a number of Henry’s advisors and clerical 
supporters and the bishops’ subsequent appeal, John advises on the con-
duct of the archbishop, saying, ‘I would that in this conflict of power and 
justice he march with such moderation, with law going before him, with 
grace leading him by the hand, and reason in support, that he not seem 
guilty of rash folly against the power which God ordained, nor assent to 
wickedness to the Church’s injury for fear of power or love of transitory 
goods.’34 When this passage is picked apart, its most striking element is 
the conjunction of grace, reason and law as the triad guiding Becket’s 
conduct along the path of moderation. Indeed, the letter proceeds to refer 
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to the ‘golden mean’ (aurea mediocritas) as the criterion for proper con-
duct.35 While the excommunicated bishops flout divine law, this does not 
give Becket unlimited licence in his actions against them; rather, he is still 
obliged to pursue a moderate course.

This relationship between law, grace and reason, and the apparent 
equation made between divine and natural law in John’s work, puts 
personal morality at the heart of John’s theory of justice. In describing 
injustice, John refers directly to the Stoics, saying that they see it as ‘a 
habit of the mind which banishes equity from the realm of morals’.36 If 
this passage is inverted, it could be suggested that John’s interpretation 
of the Stoic definition of justice was that it was a habit of the mind which 
enforced the place of equity in the realm of morals. Given that the passage, 
which returns to the theme of avoiding harm to others, continues with a 
paraphrase of Cicero’s De officiis, I. 23, there is no reason to doubt John’s 
adherence to this interpretation: ‘Now justice consists mainly in this: do 
not do harm and, out of a duty to humanity, prevent the doing of harm. 
When you do harm you agree to offence. When you do not impede the 
doing of harm, you serve injustice.’37 In presenting justice as an individual 
virtue, with law as its physical expression, John de-emphasises the ethi-
cal worth of political institutions. Rather, their ethical significance (their 
justice) is appreciable only when the individual agency and quality of 
character of those involved in such institutions are considered. All politics 
is personal, so to speak. This emphasis on personal morality is in line with 
John’s practical recommendations on just distribution (giving to each 
their due), already alluded to in Chapter 3. As illustrated, ‘caritas’ is pre-
sented as an appropriate corrective to unjust distribution as it encourages 
the division of goods ‘ex merito’, with no one claiming more than their fair 
and allotted share. John’s views are evident in his reworking of a Roman 
legal norm, ‘Justice is the constant and perpetual desire to give to everyone 
that to which he is entitled’, to describe equity: ‘Moreover, equity, as the 
experts of law assert, is an agreement of things, that rationally compares 
everything on the same footing, and seeks equal law for unequal things, 
being equitable to all by allotting to each that which belongs to him. Law 
is the interpreter of this, seeing as it makes known the will of equity and 
justice.’38

A further example of how justice, the common good and ‘following 
duty’ relate is found in the central chapters of Book IV of the Policraticus, 
which are, in part, a commentary on Deuteronomy 17:14–20. John pro-
vides a substantial exegesis on each of the precepts of this passage, com-
menting on their relevance for the role of the prince.39 His commentary on 
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Deuteronomy 17:16, a passage that encourages the king to avoid excessive 
acquisition, is particularly instructive in this respect.40 John argues that a 
prince should limit his desires: ‘a legitimate quantity is that which neces-
sity or utility begs by reason, provided that the useful is equated with the 
honourable, and that the art of government subscribes to the honour-
able’.41 Indeed, John states here that ‘the truest and most useful thought 
is that the honourable and the useful can always be converted into the 
other’.42 This is an explicit use of the Ciceronian coincidence between 
the useful and the honourable found in De officiis.43 John specifically 
comments on the prince’s treatment of property, saying that he ‘should 
count his wealth as the people’s’ and noting further that ‘he is not his own 
[man], but his subjects’’.44 In his distinction between what belongs to the 
prince and what belongs to his subjects, John clearly echoes Seneca’s De 
beneficiis: ‘For I mean that, while all things belong to the wise man, each 
person, nevertheless, has the ownership of his own property, just as under 
the best sort of king everything belongs to the king by his right of author-
ity, and to his subjects by their individual rights of ownership.’45 John’s 
interpretation of the virtue of justice – exemplified here in the necessary 
balance between the rights of the populace and the rights of the prince – 
has notable implications for the role of the prince.

The prince and the tyrant

To fully understand the relationship between ‘public utility’ and justice 
in John’s theory we must begin to look in detail at the figure of the prince. 
John concludes Book IV of the Policraticus by referring at length to the 
relationship between the prince and the members of the polity:

For the prince holds all, and is seen to be the author of all, since being 
able to correct all, he is properly a participant in the things which he 
refuses to amend. For being, as we said, the public power, he draws 
power from all men, and, so as not to be wanting, he should procure the 
safety of all members. For as many offices as there are in the administra-
tion of a prince’s government, so are there members, as it were, of the 
prince’s body. Therefore, in conserving each office in the integrity of 
virtue and good reputation, he is procuring, as it were, the health and 
decorum of his own members.46

This passage demonstrates how the prince receives his power from the 
populace but is also obliged to ensure the common good.47 The prince 
has the ability to correct everyone, that is, holds the power to enact 
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justice. He is the public power; but as with every individual, his own 
character and temperament serve to facilitate or limit his capacity to be 
fully virtuous. Therefore, the good prince is defined not simply by his 
institutional capacity to be the just leader of the polity, but also by his 
personal attention to justice. This is expressed in this passage effectively 
through reference to the corporeal metaphor; this metaphor, as illus-
trated in Chapter 3, refers not only to the manner in which the polity 
must exemplify mutual concern, but also to the personal integrity of the 
prince himself. Kantorowicz drew attention to this dual role of the prince 
in John’s account: ‘as a public person he, the Prince, is at once legibus 
solutus [above the law] and legibus alligatus [subject to the law], is at once 
imago aequitatis [the image of equity] and servus aequitatis [the servant 
of equity]’.48 Kantorowicz suggested that an antecedent for this presenta-
tion of the ruler as ‘animate law’ and an intermediary of divine justice can 
be found in Lactantius’s Institutiones divinae, where Lactantius discusses 
the concomitant status of Jesus as ‘a living law’ and human being.49 
Kantorowicz concludes: ‘the Prince as animate law or living Justice shared 
with Iustitia the duality which inheres in all Universals or “Ideas”. It was 
this double aspect of Justice, human and divine, which was mirrored by 
her impartial vicar on earth who, in his turn, was mainly through Iustitia 
also the vicar of God.’50

John considers that a good prince is one who shows respect for justice 
and law, with justice expressed by its dedication to the common good. 
Law is the reason why the prince holds the ‘first place in the management 
of the affairs of the res publica’ and is responsible for all, while others are 
responsible only for their own affairs.51 He holds the power of his subjects 
so that he can bring about the advantage of all, with the aim of ensuring 
that ‘the state of the human res publica may be ordered optimally, as each 
is a member of the other’.52 Indeed, for John, it is not right to speak of the 
will of the prince in matters of public affairs, as ‘he may not lawfully have 
his own [will] unless law or equity prompts, or the calculation of common 
utility introduces’.53 This is the necessary outcome of the fact that the 
prince, as already noted, belongs not to himself, but to his subjects. Given 
that the prince’s role is identified with that of the lawgiver, ‘his decision 
may not differ from the conscience of equity’.54 To this end, the prince is 
‘the minister of the public interest and the servant of equity, and he bears 
the public persona as he punishes all offences, damages, and crimes with 
moderate equity’.55

The prince’s role as lawgiver goes to the heart of John’s views on tyr-
anny, as brought out most clearly in Policraticus, Book III. 15, where John 
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provides a justification for killing the tyrant. His justification is congruent 
with the theme of the early books of the Policraticus, which focus on the 
corrupting nature of the court and culminate in the statement that ‘it is 
lawful to flatter him whom it is lawful to kill’, a perspective that depends 
on a ‘lesson from secular literature’, namely the suggestion in Cicero’s De 
amicitia that ‘one lives one way with a friend, another with a tyrant’.56 The 
subsequent passage is critical for understanding John’s views on tyranny 
and deserves quotation in full:

Furthermore, to kill a tyrant is not only lawful but also equitable and 
just. Whoever takes possession of the sword deserves to perish by the 
sword. ‘To take possession of the sword’ refers to he who usurps it by 
his own temerity, not to he who takes possession for wielding it from 
the power of God. In any case, he who takes possession of it from the 
power of God serves the laws and justice, and is a servant of the law. He 
who usurps it oppresses the law and places the laws under his own will. 
Therefore the laws rightly take arms against he who disarms the laws, 
and the public power cultivates [war] against he who is striving to make 
void the public hand. And while there are many crimes of treason, 
none are graver than that which is exercised against the body of Justice 
itself. Tyranny therefore is not only a public crime but, if this is in fact 
possible, more than a public crime. For if all persecutors undertake the 
punishment of crimes of treason, how much more punishable is that 
which suppresses the laws, the laws which must rule rulers? Certainly, 
no one will avenge a public enemy, and whoever is not prosecuting him 
commits an offence against himself and the whole body of the earthly 
res publica.57

As Van Laarhoven notes, John is original in stating that the worst type 
of treason is tyranny itself.58 Usurping power is the ultimate form of 
injustice; for John, perversion of the legal order counts as a usurpation 
of power. This goes some way towards hinting at the complexity of the 
relationships between the prince as maker-of-laws and the ‘greater law’ 
binding the corpus iustitiae to which the prince (and the positive legal 
order) is necessarily subject.

Throughout, the Policraticus opposes two ‘ideal-types’ of rulers: the 
good prince and the tyrant. The tyrant is compared to the good prince in 
Book IV. 1: ‘Between a tyrant and a prince there is this sole or principal 
difference, that the latter complies with the law and rules the people by its 
dictates, believing himself their servant.’59 The subversion of the dictates 
of law is a feature of tyrants to which John draws frequent attention. By 
placing his own will ahead of that of the rest of the polity, the tyrant diso-
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beys divine law and rejects the precepts of justice and equity, thus negat-
ing political liberty: ‘For the will of a ruler depends on the law of God and 
is not prejudicial to liberty. But the will of a tyrant serves his desire and 
resists the law – which fosters liberty – striving to impose slavery upon his 
fellow slaves.’60 Tyranny, whether private or public, is ubiquitous.61 John 
expresses this pervasion of tyranny by comparing the tyrannical polity to 
a diseased body:

The res publica of the impious also has its head and members, and 
strives to be like, as it were, the civil institutions of the legitimate res 
publica. Therefore, the tyrant, who is its head, is the image of the devil; 
its soul consists of heretical, schismatic and sacrilegious priests, and, 
to use the words of Plutarch, prefects of religion, who attack the law of 
the Lord; the heart of impious counsellors is like a senate of iniquity; its 
eyes, ears, tongue and unarmed hand are unjust judges, laws and offi-
cials; its armed hand is violent soldiers, whom Cicero calls brigands; its 
feet are those who among the humbler businesses oppose the precepts 
of the Lord and His lawful institutions.62

John pessimistically notes, ‘but nevertheless, not only can he exercise 
his tyranny over the people, but he can exercise it from the lowest posi-
tion’.63 As there are degrees of tyrannical behaviour, ‘the man who is fully 
immune from tyranny is non-existent or rare’.64 John considers that, while 
there are tyrants on all levels of society, lack of respect for the law remains 
their defining feature: ‘Therefore, respect for the honourable and the just 
is hardly or not at all present in the face of tyrants; and, whether they are 
ecclesiastical or temporal, they want the power to do all things, holding 
that which precedes and follows power in contempt.’65 John points out 
that public office is a particular source of tyranny, however, as public roles 
are often attained through avaricious ambition, or bought for a price.66

This prompts the question: why does tyranny occur? If, as John 
asserts, all power comes from God, then, by necessity, tyrannical power 
must also have its source in God. In Book VIII. 18, John writes that ‘all 
power is good’ as it comes from God, and it remains good in spite of the 
fact that it may be misused by an individual or bring harm to someone.67 
While this may seem somewhat paradoxical, it is entirely consistent with 
John’s views on the role played by personal character and intentionality 
in determining the value of an action. It is clear, however, that John does 
not view the political agent as entirely free, as he suggests that a populace 
may be punished on account of a ‘divine dispensation’ by God, who 
can use the tyrannical ruler as an implement to chastise sinners.68 This 
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creates a conundrum for John; the necessary implication of the fact that all 
power comes from God is that even power which is used unwisely serves 
a purpose: ‘So the power of a tyrant is somehow good, although nothing 
is worse than tyranny. For tyranny is the abuse of power conceded by 
God to man.’69 This makes, as Berman notes, the tyrant and the prince 
essentially species of the same genus.70 This link is expressed by John 
in Book VIII.  17, where he comments that kings are rightly linked with 
tyrants because tyrants are commonly, if incorrectly, called kings: ‘And 
so the tyrant is sometimes called a king and, conversely, the king is some-
times called a tyrant.’71 Although the tyrant is opposed, by definition, to 
the law, this does not necessarily imply that a ruler who acts tyrannically 
should not be obeyed. In fact, John expressly notes that a ruler who fails 
in his virtues towards the populace should still be supported by it, as a bee 
supports its ‘king’.72 In part, the validation for this position rests on John’s 
understanding that tyranny results from the sins of the members of the 
polity. Thus, even the tyrant can be a ‘minister of God’, sent, as it were, to 
teach the populace a lesson.73

What, then, can we make of John’s advocacy of tyrannicide in 
Policraticus, Book VIII. 18? John revives his statement from Book III. 15: 
that as a tyrant can be flattered, a tyrant can also be killed. After recounting 
a series of biblical and Roman examples of poor rulership, and referring 
to a number of Roman historians to further bolster his case, John writes, 
‘From these [examples] it will easily be clear that it has always been per-
missible to flatter tyrants, and it has been permissible to deceive them 
and honourable to kill them if they cannot be bound in another way.’74 
John explicitly notes that this maxim applies only to tyrants who oppress 
the res publica, not to those in private life.75 He supports his case with a 
series of Roman examples, starting with Cicero’s account of the murder 
of Caesar, and then proceeds to detail several biblical examples of tyran-
nicide (including the murder of Abner Cinei by Jael and Judith’s slaying of 
Holofernes).76 Van Laarhoven has argued that this profusion of examples 
and qualifications in John’s ‘so-called theory’ means that ‘any practi-
cal application fades away’.77 It becomes a history lesson, rather than a 
practical guide, or what Van Laarhoven describes as a ‘tyrannology’, not 
a ‘theory of tyrannicide’. The tyrant assumes centre stage because he is 
‘an ideological resumé of inhuman, unnatural pride, of moral injustice, 
and of theological iniquity’.78 John concludes his discussion in Book 
VIII. 20 by offering some caveats for those who may be tempted to follow 
the examples of their predecessors. He claims that, according to what ‘the 
histories teach’, no one should kill a tyrant to whom they are bounded ‘by 
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fealty or religious oath’.79 Nor is it permissible to use poison, presumably 
because it is a deceptive measure. In sum, John concludes that tyrants can 
be removed only in cases where it can be done ‘without loss of religion and 
honour’.80 He offers an alternative solution, the power of prayer, noting 
that just as a tyrant can be raised to his position on account of the sins of 
the populace, he can also be removed by their repentance. John concludes 
that devout prayer is the ‘most useful and safest’ way to destroy a tyrant.81

John’s ultimately moderate attitude towards a tyrant finds a precedent 
in the writings of Seneca. De beneficiis, VII. 20, provides an extended dis-
cussion of one’s obligations towards a tyrannical ruler. Like John, Seneca 
believed that the tyrant’s abuse of power served to negate any claims of 
reciprocity made by the exchange of duties that previously bound the 
ruler to the polity: ‘For whatever the tie that bound him to me, it has been 
severed by his breach of the common bond of humanity.’82 That said, 
Seneca also regarded the rule of a tyrant as a potential sign, or even pun-
ishment, for a populace: ‘But so rare is such a degree of wickedness that 
it is always regarded as a portent.’83 So while Seneca considers that the 
tyrant does not have to be obeyed, as ‘from the moment when by violating 
all law he put himself beyond the pale of the law,’ he recommends ‘the 
observation of the mean’: ‘If my benefit to him is likely neither to increase 
his powers to work general harm, nor to strengthen what he already has, 
if, too, it shall be of such a character that it can be returned to him without 
being disastrous to the state, then I shall return it.’84 Should ‘the sanity of 
the tyrant be despaired of’, then Seneca advocates tyrannicide: ‘with the 
hand that returns a benefit to him, I shall bestow one on all men; since for 
such characters the only remedy is death, and if a man will probably never 
return to his sense, it is best for him to depart.’85 Tyrannicide is the final 
recourse, but is permissible only in cases where the character of the ruler 
is proved to be utterly depraved.

The caveats which John places on tyrannicide have been interpreted 
as an about-turn by a number of scholars, including Richard and Mary 
Rouse, who are sceptical about his sincerity, suggesting instead that it is a 
response to his time and best read as a warning to Henry II: ‘The doctrine 
of tyrannicide is purely theoretical in the sense that John was not propos-
ing it as a plan of action. But it is theory with this practical purpose, that 
John hoped thereby to convince Henry that, for his own good, he must 
rule in accordance with the law.’86 Kate Langdon Forhan suggests that tyr-
anny is mainly a ‘rhetorical device’ for John, but notes that the corporate 
metaphor implies that anyone could be the agent of enacting divine justice 
towards the tyrant.87 However, John’s eventual rejection of tyrannicide, 
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and his recommendation of the alternative route of prayer, can be seen as 
consistent with the thrust of his arguments throughout the Policraticus, 
namely his dependence on moderation as a normative guide. Just as the 
ruler must rule with ‘tranquil moderation of mind’ and respect the law, so 
too the populace must avoid rash action in favour of placing their trust in 
God.88 As Van Laarhoven suggested, the accounts given of tyrants serve 
as an ‘ideological resumé’ of how not to rule. The account given of tyran-
nical power in the Policraticus evokes, as Michael Wilks argues, the cor-
ruption of learning on account of ‘nimiety, too-muchness, and nonsense’ 
in the Metalogicon.89 Wilks points out that ‘All three works [Policraticus, 
Metalogicon and Entheticus] share the common aim of denouncing those 
who would turn theoretical fictions into actual realities by only dealing 
with extremes, with one side or the other taken in isolation.’90 By this 
reading, the tyrant serves as a foil, a counter-balance, to the good prince. 
If the hallmark of the bad ruler is immoderate behaviour, so too the mark 
of the good ruler must be moderation.

Sources for John’s account of the virtuous ruler

Moderation was a moral necessity for everyone, but it had specific implica-
tions for the ruler. This was, to a large degree, shaped by the sources John 
was using, sources which portrayed rulership as ethically significant, and 
politics as a potential arena for virtuous self-actualisation. An example of 
this attitude is found in Cicero’s Dream of Scipio (the final section of his De 
re publica).91 In this text the divine nature and reward of rulers are empha-
sised: ‘nothing of all that is done on earth is more pleasing to that supreme 
God who rules the whole universe than the assemblies and gatherings of 
men associated in justice, which are called States. Their rulers and preserv-
ers come from that place, and to that place they return.’92 Cicero claims that 
the earthly polity is a mirror of the divine cosmopolis. The relationship 
between the human and the divine is normative and aspirational, therefore; 
divine reward is the goal and the measure of human action. As noted in 
the previous chapter, Macrobius’s commentary on this work points to a 
division in Cicero’s work between those who ‘become blessed by the exer-
cise of virtues at leisure and others by virtues exercised in active careers’; 
Macrobius claims that this allows one ‘to distinguish those who are pri-
marily concerned with divine matters from the rulers of commonwealths, 
whose earthly achievements prepare their way to the sky’.93 This interpre-
tation prompted medieval scholars to consider how contemplation and 
action were linked in the virtuous rulership of the polity. Virtues became 
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relevant, not only for the ruler, but also because they had ramifications for 
the correct exercise of power in the polity at large.

Seneca’s De clementia, a commentary on correct monarchical rule, 
shares the Dream of Scipio’s obsession with the self-actualisation of the 
ruler through political conduct. As Peter Stacey puts it, ‘In De clemen-
tia, Seneca makes Stoic ratio the governing principle of his political 
community, which thereby comes to share the same rationality, law and 
justice as the cosmic city. The two res publicae begin to be identified at a 
theoretical level.’94 The defining characteristic of the just ruler for Seneca 
is mercy, which must be exercised with moderation. Mercy is described 
as ‘restraining the mind from vengeance when it has the power to take it, 
or the leniency of a superior towards an inferior in fixing punishment’. It 
is the ‘inclination of the mind towards leniency in exacting punishment’.95 
Moderation is especially evident in the exercise of proportional punish-
ment, even though, as Seneca points out, ‘no virtue gives to any man less 
than his due’.96 In this respect, it is different from pardoning, which is ‘the 
remission of punishment that is due’.97 Mercy is the superior of these two 
traits; according to Seneca ‘it sentences not by the letter of the law, but in 
accordance with what is fair and good. … It does none of these things as 
if it were doing less than what is just, but as if the most just thing were that 
which it has resolved upon.’98 Mercy allows the ruler to adjust power to 
the demands of ‘Nature’s law’ and is a feature of good rulership that serves 
to distinguish the prince from the tyrant: 99

Mercy, then, makes rulers not only more honoured, but safer, and is at 
the same time the glory of sovereign power and its surest protection. … 
What difference is there between a tyrant and a king (for they are alike 
in the mere outward show of fortune and extent of power), except that 
tyrants are cruel to serve their pleasure, kings only for a reason and by 
necessity?100

Seneca sketches a picture of the ideal ruler, highlighting the need for 
moderate punishment and the protection of all members of the polity. The 
ruler must seek to cultivate the admiration of the populace; a successful 
ruler is ‘one the whole state loves, defends, and reveres’.101 A comparable 
treatment of the role of mercy is found in Policraticus, Book IV. 8, where 
John emphasises the connection between mercy and justice, arguing that, 
as mercy can serve as a principle of moderation, it is a necessary corollary 
to justice. John says that a prince can moderate his acts by the ‘rigour of 
justice or the leniency of clemency’ and, in so doing, harmonise discord-
ant positions, making all ‘of one mind in one house’.102 While recalling the 
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account of the harmonious apostolic life found in Acts 4:32, John presents 
the ethical responsibilities of the prince, to act in the service of peace and 
charitable works – duties which require careful balance.103 Mercy is a 
divine gift, an aspect of the power endowed on the prince from God (Book 
IV.  1), and so its exercise must be carefully moderated in line with the 
principles of virtue already described. Indeed, John suggests that the ‘law 
of mercy’ should always be on the tongue of the ruler and kept in balance 
with justice. This view is very similar in sentiment to the account of mercy 
found in Seneca’s De clementia, and a reminder of John’s earlier statement 
that the divine law should prove the greater part of the virtue of justice.104

While De clementia and Cicero’s account of Scipio’s dream presented 
a rationale for the pursuit of virtue by the ruler, patristic sources also dem-
onstrated why a ruler’s personal orientation towards virtue was important. 
Gregory the Great’s Regula pastoralis, a manual written for the rector of 
a church community, is of particular significance. Like Cicero, Gregory 
also used a microcosmic and macrocosmic model, comparing the univer-
sal Church to man: the Church is a perfect reflection of the ideal internal 
ordering of man, while the hierarchy of the Church reflects the spiritual 
merit of the individual.105 While classical thinkers regarded the polity as 
an optimal space for virtuous activity, Gregory viewed participation in the 
external affairs of the Church as a way of achieving the best kind of life for 
the individual. The rector, like the secular ruler, must achieve a moderate 
balance between contemplation and action; his role is that of a ‘magis-
terium humilitatis’.106 The rector of Gregory’s account is principally a 
bearer of an ecclesiastical office, but can also be seen more generally as 
a bearer of authority. Robert Markus’s study of the genesis of the term 
‘rector’ in Gregory’s Regula points out that Gregory sees the episcopal 
office as defined not only in the vocabulary of rulership and governance, 
but also within a framework of thought determined by the political rela-
tionship between the ruler and the ruled, the hierarchy of the superior 
and the inferior. John’s account of the role of the prince is similarly multi-
faceted; the prince has two roles: he has an authoritative role as a secular 
ruler, but also a quasi-ministerial role as a model Christian. This implies 
that similar qualities of character are expected from the prince and the 
prelate; both are obliged to live virtuously.

The backdrop to John’s works

In 1156 John suffered some kind of ‘disgrace’. The evidence for John’s 
fall from Henry II’s favour is found in Letters 19 and 31 to Peter of Celle, 
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Letters 27 and 28 to Thomas Becket (at this juncture chancellor to Henry 
II) and to his secretary Ernulf, and Letter 30 to Pope Adrian IV – letters 
in which John describes himself as a victim of Fortune, Fortuna.107 The 
context of John’s disgrace was his time at the papal court of Adrian IV, 
when he played a role in the receipt of the grant of Ireland to Henry II 
as a hereditary fee from the pope. John may have been at the Curia as a 
representative of Theobald of Canterbury, but his visit coincided with 
that of envoys of Henry II, and so he may equally have been there under 
the auspices of the king. John was sent as the bearer of a gold ring signify-
ing the investiture back to England, and so it seems that the pope, at least, 
viewed him as acting in some royal capacity.108 Henry’s personal displeas-
ure with John seems to have been provoked by the terms of the grant; 
Henry wished to receive approval for his actions, not permission. John 
describes his experiences in the Metalogicon, reconsidering them in the 
light of Adrian’s recent death. He describes how the grant to Henry took 
place ‘in acquiescence to my petitions’, and states that Adrian sent him 
(John) home with a ‘golden ring, set with a beautiful emerald, whereby 
[the pope] invested Henry II with the right to rule Ireland’.109

As Duggan notes, the principal purpose of this passage is to establish 
John’s intimacy with Adrian; she notes that it does not actually corre-
spond to the terms of the bull Laudabiliter, as the latter does not mention 
the concession of hereditary rights in the case of Ireland, unlike John’s 
account.110 Duggan suggests that John’s role may have been complicated 
by Canterbury politics, specifically the wish of Theobald to be established 
as primate over a subordinate Irish Church. Whether John was ‘the clever 
agent of a clerical contrivance’ or not, his actions seem to have provoked 
Henry II’s wrath.111 This is illustrated by Letter 19 to Peter, abbot of 
Celle, where John claims that he was ‘accused of diminishing the royal 
dignity’. He complains that:

The indignation of our most serene lord, our all-powerful king, our 
most unconquerable prince, has grown hot against me in full force. If 
you ask the reason, perhaps I favoured him more than was just, and 
worked for his advancement with greater vigour than I should; for I 
sighed for this with all my heart’s longing, namely that I might behold 
him whom I deemed to be kept in exile by the malice of Fortune, reign-
ing by God’s mercy on the throne of his fathers, and giving laws to 
peoples and nations.112

In another letter to Peter, John explains his dilemma: ‘to leave the island 
might suggest that I was a fugitive; to refuse to meet my calumniators 
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might seem to argue a guilty conscience; not to await the sight of my sover-
eign might expose me to the laws of lèse-majesté.’113 John does not provide 
details of his crime, claiming simply: ‘I profess wisdom and defend the 
truth.’ This seems to echo John 18:37 (unacknowledged in the edition 
of the letters); Jesus’ defence against Pilate’s cross-examination is that he 
came to the world ‘to testify to the truth’.

In Letter 28 to Thomas Becket, John expresses the wish to retreat 
into philosophical asceticism; should he regain the favour of the ‘most 
serene lord the king’, he ‘shall with greater freedom and more honourably 
to indulge my love of literature or occupy myself with some other study 
and thus withdraw from the great anxieties, toils, suspicions and perils 
which afflict me’.114 This concept of withdrawal from the responsibilities 
of courtly life is a recurrent theme of the Policraticus, evident in John’s 
criticisms of the avarice of the court. Furthermore, it bears resemblance to 
the Stoic idea of retreat into a productive otium, as referred to in the open-
ing of the Policraticus, where John employs a Senecan quote to show the 
benefit of concentration on his literary rather than courtly life: ‘However, 
while you [Becket] were besieging Toulouse I undertook this work and 
took myself away for a time from the frivolities of court life, turning over in 
my mind the thought that “leisure without letters is the death and burial 
of the living man.”’115 This period of alienation from the court could have 
afforded John the time in which to complete his masterwork. Assuming 
that he began composition of his works in this period, it is clear that this 
‘disgrace’ could have sown the seeds in his mind of one of the principal 
themes of the Policraticus: the snares of courtly responsibilities and the 
delicate game of cultivating favour and avoiding royal criticism.

While the Policraticus and the Metalogicon were composed at approxi-
mately the same time, and so influenced by the same issues, there is some 
contention over the coherency of John’s corpus of work as a whole. Given 
the time span within which it was composed, there are apparent disjunc-
tions in content and language, which may seem at first glance to render 
comparisons across his works redundant. However, while it is impossible 
to claim that John’s work is consistent in all respects, it would also be 
misguided to seek such coherency. It is true that John’s language visibly 
changed in the letters he composed during his exile. McLoughlin terms 
this shift a move towards a ‘language of persecution’, which he sees typified 
in the range of examples used by John in letters written during his exile, 
especially the recurrence of tropes referring to biblical persecutions.116 
Julie Barrau also draws attention to this change in John’s approach, noting 
the overwhelming dominance of biblical references in letters composed 
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by John after 1163, especially his heavy use of the prophetic books of the 
Bible.117 Barrau, like McLoughlin, notes the severity of John’s language, 
commenting that the ‘moderation’ typical of the Policraticus is less evident 
in his later works, and suggesting that the Bible provides a source for the 
radicalisation of John’s polemic.118 In what remains of this chapter, we 
shall re-evaluate the case for positing a disjuncture between John’s pre-
exile and post-exile literary output, by suggesting that many of the precepts 
in John’s theoretical works are replicated in his polemical letters; variation 
in means of expression does not necessarily imply thematic variation. 
Three case studies will be examined to illustrate the degree to which John 
applied the model of rulership sketched out in his theoretical works to con-
temporary society. First, we shall examine John’s accounts of the Anarchy 
of Stephen (1135–54). Secondly, we shall turn to John’s depiction of the 
emperor Frederick Barbarossa (1122–90). Thirdly, we shall look at John’s 
lengthy correspondence concerning the conflict between Thomas Becket, 
the addressee of the Policraticus, and Henry II. These case studies will also 
reveal what the defining features of tyranny in practice were for John.

King Stephen: tyranny and the Church

Our first case study concerns the period shortly before the composition 
of the Policraticus, namely the reign of Stephen. John refers to Stephen 
at several points during the Policraticus and Entheticus, masking his 
identity behind the pseudonym ‘Hircanus’.119 Stephen is criticised in 
Entheticus for his lack of respect for the law. Stephen/Hircanus ‘believed 
falsely that kings were bound under no law and that whatever he fancied 
was pious’.120 As well as for substituting his own desires in the place of 
divine law, Stephen is also reviled for his lack of respect for Roman law; 
he ‘ordered the customs and laws of the ancients to be torn away’, while 
‘under that king the Julian law slept in her tomb’.121 In a loaded passage, 
John explicitly describes Stephen as a tyrant, but one who gives the 
appearance of being a good king:

He who was a public enemy with the title of king,
is put forward as a model of kings and of ruling a people,
and he is given as a sure formula for living well.
The cult of peace availed him, but in the manner of a tyrant,
so that he might see all things subjected under his feet.122

Stephen dominated – in the language of the corporeal metaphor – by 
placing everything under his feet, inverting the proper obligations of the 
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ruler to protect the feet of the polity. He also failed to respect the tenets of 
religious law:

The peace of tyrants is this: that no one should protest, that,
whatever they do, they should be able to do anything, the laws 

nothing.
The laws are void, abuse subverts the sacred laws,
they decree that their will should take the place of law.123

In what has been perceived as a change of tune, however, John does 
not explicitly describe Stephen as a tyrant in the Policraticus. Liebeschütz 
implied that the reason for this lay in a decline of interest in Stephen’s 
reign by the time of composition of the Policraticus; Entheticus ‘was writ-
ten at a period when the anarchy was somewhat more present in men’s 
mind’.124 Cary Nederman suggests that the move away from describing 
Stephen as a tyrant stems from a change in how John used that term. He 
considers that tyranny in Entheticus is defined by excess; the prince rules 
by his own will, rather than by the will of God and the secular laws.125 In 
the Policraticus tyranny is not found solely in government, nor is it simply 
coextensive with the abuse of ecclesiastical liberty, but is, rather, a general 
perversion of liberties. By this reading, John’s account of Stephen as a 
weak ruler does not automatically make him a tyrant.126 Nederman argues, 
therefore, that as John’s parameters of tyranny changed, so did his desire 
to classify Stephen as a tyrant.127 He draws attention to Book VIII.  21, 
where John recounts the ‘tyranny’ of Stephen’s son Eustace and the domi-
nance of the barons, who were ‘not so much earls of the kingdom as public 
enemies’, in order to demonstrate the emphasis placed in the Policraticus 
on private tyranny.128

Less emphasis is placed by Nederman on John’s mentions of Stephen 
elsewhere in the Policraticus. In Policraticus, Book VI.  8, John draws 
an important comparison between Stephen and Henry I, claiming that 
Stephen’s reign was the result of the sinfulness of the populace, a sinful-
ness and faithlessness that mirrored Stephen’s own conduct towards the 
wishes of Henry I. He draws attention to the fact that Stephen – ‘a man 
contemptuous of goodness and equity’ – and the nobility broke their 
oath to make Matilda queen. This broken oath invited the wrath of God, 
who punished the populace for their lack of loyalty by elevating Stephen 
to king. In this passage John draws attention to one of Stephen’s main 
deficiencies – he ‘seemed not so much to rule the clergy and people as to 
bring them into conflict and clash them together’ – noting in particular 
his attacks on the holdings of bishops.129 Oddly, Nederman refers only in 
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passing to Book VI. 8, in spite of the fact that it received particular atten-
tion from annotators in early copies of the Policraticus.130 This account is 
important, nonetheless, as it illustrates a key argument of the Policraticus, 
that is, that the attitude of the ruler towards the Church can be used as a 
measure of the quality of rulership. The faithlessness of Stephen towards 
his oath and his machinations regarding the Church are grounds to regard 
him as a bad ruler, if not a tyrant. John uses more moderate language 
to describe Stephen’s reign in the Policraticus than in Entheticus, not 
because his parameters of tyranny had changed, but because the focus of 
his discussion is different.

A reason for this changed emphasis may be found in the Historia pon-
tificalis, a text composed during the time of John’s exile that opens with 
an account of the Council of Rheims (1148). John describes how Theobald 
of Canterbury secretly journeyed to the council, despite the fact that he 
was forbidden to travel to it by Stephen.131 In spite of Stephen’s restric-
tions on Theobald, when the king was threatened with excommunication 
during the council, the archbishop came to his defence and begged for 
his mercy; Pope Eugene III subsequently agreed to suspend the sen-
tence, although ‘the king has by his effrontery deserved our wrath and 
the wrath of God’s church’.132 John presents a more negative impression 
of Theobald’s attitude towards Stephen in chapter XLII of the Historia, 
where he notes that Theobald advised successive popes to do nothing to 
further the coronation of Eustace, Stephen’s son, ‘since the transfer of it 
[the throne] had been justly denounced, and the matter was still under 
dispute’.133 In spite of this, in his account of the consecration of Gilbert 
Foliot as Bishop of Hereford, John provides a marginally more positive 
interpretation. Foliot, according to Theobald, was not to be criticised for 
vowing fealty to Stephen, as ‘a bishop had no right to cause schism within 
the church by refusing fealty to the prince approved by the papacy’.134 
The implication of this statement is that, although the manner in which 
Stephen came to power was abhorred and although rights of succession 
were to be preserved for the Angevin line, the official Canterbury position 
was that Stephen was a rightful ruler as he had been approved by Pope 
Innocent II. This position is consistent with that of the Policraticus; John 
simply follows the line maintained by his archbishop, that Stephen is not 
a tyrant as his right to rule has been accepted by the pope.

Conduct, however, is a measure of good rulership for John. He refers 
to the magnates of Stephen as ‘public enemies’ (‘hostes publici’) in the 
Policraticus, ascribing to them the characteristics of tyrannical rulership. 
Eustace, for example, is derided for his fatal attempt to plunder Bury St 
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Edmunds.135 Edmund King’s study of the Anarchy notes that in most 
of the references to ‘tyranny’ made in the 1130s and 1140s two common 
points emerge: tyranny is associated with the lordship of castles and with 
the taking of arbitrary taxation.136 Nederman refers to these conclusions, 
but argues that King’s study is limited: ‘all of the documents cited by King 
are strictly concerned with the treatment of the church and its servants 
by the great men of England’. He considers that the Policraticus ‘opens 
up the field of application of the term “tyrant” to include those who sup-
press any legitimate liberty’, implying that it presents a more secular posi-
tion.137 In fact, Nederman’s distinction between the ecclesiastical nature 
of this documentation and the supposedly less ecclesiastical nature of the 
Policraticus is too strongly drawn. John, as we have seen, considers the 
protection of churches to be a primary function both of the ruler and of 
those holding lesser political positions, and, if we take the Historia pon-
tificalis into account, he was also influenced by contemporary Church 
policy. This is an important observation to take into account as we turn to 
look at other examples of how John’s theories about rulership relate to his 
contemporary political reality.

Frederick Barbarossa: schism and the poisoned body politic

As noted, John placed a lot of emphasis on Stephen’s relationship with the 
Church, firmly establishing that respect for the rights of the Church was 
a defining feature of the good ruler. This forms the basis of his frequent 
criticisms of Frederick Barbarossa, whose role in the papal schism is a 
dominant strand in John’s post-exile correspondence.138 Frederick is the 
figure most consistently referred to as ‘tyrant’ in John’s letters. John’s con-
cern about Barbarossa predates his exile, as illustrated by a letter written in 
June or July 1160 to Ralph of Sarre, another member of Theobald’s curia, 
concerning the schism of February 1160 that followed the recognition of the 
anti-pope ‘Victor IV’ at the imperial Council of Pavia. In this letter John 
recounts how he was present at Segni in 1152, when Frederick’s embassy 
came to announce his election as King of the Germans to the pope. John 
accuses Frederick’s embassy of pride, and says that Frederick himself 
‘promised to reshape the governance of the whole globe and would make 
the world subject to the City [Rome], saying that he would subdue all 
things with ease, if the favour of the Pope alone was on his side’. Frederick 
wished ‘that so soon as any man was denounced an enemy, the emperor 
would wield the temporal sword against him, while the Roman Church 
should use the spiritual’.139 To return to an earlier theme of this chapter, 
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John is clearly accusing Frederick of usurping the temporal sword that is 
rightly the pope’s to delegate. Frederick’s arrogance is not the only subject 
of his critique, however. In this letter, John returns to an element of his dis-
cussion of tyranny in the Policraticus, namely the notion that the tyrant is a 
punishment for a sinful populace and a test for the Church. Comparing the 
Germans to the Canaanites, John suggests that their behaviour may have 
been designed as a test for the Church, after which the Church will emerge 
even stronger – ‘restored triumphant to the embraces of her spouse’.140 
Forcibly John describes schismatics as a ‘footstool’ (‘scabellum’) for the 
papacy: their overthrow gives glory to the Church.141

Among the letters to Henry II composed by John during the summer 
of 1160, under the auspices of his role as secretary to Theobald, several 
concern the schism and were used by John as an opportunity to present a 
summary of the obligations of good rulership. The first notes that ‘never 
does the virtue of princes shine forth by any clearer sign than when their 
majesty brings peace to the people, quiet to the Church and to religion 
increase that is pleasing unto God’.142 Another points out that ‘the glory of 
a Christian prince is most vigorous and most effective, if he renders pious 
service to God from whom all princedoms come’.143 John’s concern, as 
Theobald’s interlocutor, is to remind Henry of his obligations towards 
the Church and dissuade him from supporting the schismatic policies of 
Barbarossa. The emphasis on Henry’s obligation to protect the Church 
does double duty as a pointed critique of Barbarossa’s policies. That caus-
ing conflict within the Church is sufficient to negate Barbarossa’s right 
to rule is clear from John’s letter to his brother Robert in 1165, where he 
describes an inscription (‘Christus imperat’) on a ring gifted to him:

It also shows that there is no emperor today so far as Christ is con-
cerned, since a schismatic is striving by force and fraud and an epi-
demic of heretics to cleave the indivisible unity, corrupt integrity, defile 
chastity; and as much as in him lies he is plotting to overthrow God’s 
design, to make nought Truth’s promises and take the Roman imperial 
dignity from Christ. He is eager to abolish the name of Christ from his 
empire; but as the inscription of your gift tells us, Christ’s name alone 
endureth for ever; the empire of the presumptuous and the honour of 
him who glories in a false name is drained to the dregs, and assuredly 
He who abideth of old will bring him down.144

Frederick is no longer a true emperor as he has failed to protect the 
Church. He is already ‘ex-Augustus’, and is described as such in subse-
quent letters.145
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John’s descriptions of the schism and of Barbarossa’s rule are emotive 
and rich in imagery and metaphor. He frequently uses language akin to 
the corporate metaphors found in the Policraticus in his post-exile let-
ters, describing, for example, the crushing of the schism as the curing 
of a disease: ‘A new dawn shows in the east: in the north schism’s head 
is shattered, its sick limbs decay, its flanks are in pain, its scaly coils are 
loosed so that it is possible to take breath among them.’146 In another 
letter John points out that the defeat of schism is not limited to punish-
ment of the ruler, but extends to the populace at large: ‘schism’s head 
is now being shattered; and the limbs, which were once fully attached 
to – or rather rotted in its filth – must perish with it’.147 John, in a letter 
written to Alexander III following the great losses suffered by the German 
troops in Rome in summer of 1167, describes Barbarossa as ‘the schism’s 
author’, pointing out that just as God has taken action against Frederick, 
so the role of Alexander is to be ‘God’s helper’: ‘so that as you see God’s 
sword drawn against the tyrants’ heads you too may unsheathe Peter’s’.148 
John’s use of the corporeal metaphor throughout these letters reinforces 
his assertion that tyranny pervades every level of the polity and is particu-
larly prevalent among public officials, the flanks of the body politic: ‘What 
remains for us to look for from the Lord, save that his flanks may perish 
with him, and those who were his comrades in evil may be with him too 
in his fall?’149

As Timothy Reuter noted, letters concerning the German empire 
composed by John while he was in exile show a ‘strange mixture of infor-
mation and misinformation, interpretation and misinterpretation’, which 
is inexplicable in view of the fact that John seems to have been well versed 
in the details of the schism and subsequent events.150 Reuter suggests that 
the inaccuracies and exaggerations in John’s rhetoric may result from an 
emotional response provoked by his exile.151 It is also possible that these 
inaccuracies and exaggerations were the result of John’s own theoretical 
perspectives on correct political behaviour. An example of such an inac-
curacy is found in Letter 242 to William Brito, sub-prior of Christ Church, 
Canterbury, composed in late 1167, where John describes the ‘deposition’ 
of Frederick by Alexander:

The Pope waited long and patiently for any sign that the German tyrant 
might even then be turned to repentance. But the schismatic abused his 
patience, constantly added sin to sin so that error might be turned into 
madness; and so Peter’s Vicar, set by God over peoples and kingdoms, 
freed the folk of Italy and all who were tied to him by their oaths on 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/12/2023 6:36 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



the princely head

205

account of his imperial and royal authority from their fealty to him. At 
the Pope’s instance almost the whole of Italy flew from the face of the 
raging tyrant even in his presence with delight and promptitude; and 
as a result he seems to have nothing left there but persecutors, whose 
clutches he has so far evaded, and constant adversity, which he cannot 
escape.152

No evidence of Frederick’s formal deposition by Alexander survives, but 
Reuter points out that by absolving the Italian cities from allegiance to 
Frederick, Alexander, if not effectively deposing the emperor, carried out 
an analogous punishment.153 John may have exaggerated the facts in this 
instance in order to reinforce the identification of Frederick as a tyrant; 
he is to be criticised not only on the basis of his treatment of the Church, 
but also because the bonds of fealty that previously bound the populace to 
him no longer held. John did not go so far as to recommend tyrannicide, 
despite the fact that according this account Frederick satisfies one of the 
criteria, namely that one can kill a tyrant if one is no longer bound to him 
by bonds of fealty. The attention paid to the negation of these bonds, 
given such prominence in the theoretical arguments of the Policraticus, 
clearly reinforced John’s portrayal of the ‘Teutonicus tyrannus’.

Thomas Becket: moderation in practice

The Policraticus was written with the whole court in mind, but it is spe-
cifically addressed to Thomas Becket, who was at this juncture Henry 
II’s chancellor.154 Becket is described in the introductory poem accom-
panying the work, Entheticus minor, as ‘the light of the clergy, the glory 
of the English people, the king’s right hand, the model of goodness’.155 
However, the immediate backdrop for this dedication is Thomas’s par-
ticipation in the siege of Toulouse (1159), a fact that, in the words of Hugh 
Thomas, ‘elided some of the very tensions’ of the Policraticus, given 
that John ‘glossed over the fact that as a cleric Thomas was carrying out 
war’.156 Evidence of John’s somewhat ambiguous stance towards Becket 
is found at the conclusion of the book, where John writes that he does not 
wish to prevent Becket from wearing sumptuous clothing, eating elabo-
rate meals or holding high office, but exhorts that he ‘sees, speaks, and 
preaches justice’ without leaving the ‘via recta’ of virtue.157 John took a 
more critical, if satirical, position in Entheticus maior, where he described 
the corrupting effect of the court in this period: ‘drunk with the gift of 
Fortune the new court under a youthful king believes that all things are 
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lawful for it’.158 John terms Becket the ‘defender of justice’, but also says 
that ‘he usually feigns many things, he simulates that he himself is also 
savage; he becomes all things to all people’.159 Although John recognised 
that this was a ruse, he believed that it would never be a successful one 
given the degree of corruption of the court.160 Indeed, given the contempt 
expressed by John at other points of his writings for dissimulation of char-
acter, this is hardly praise.

It is interesting to compare these ambiguous comments with John’s 
later perspective on the siege of Toulouse by looking at a letter written to 
Bartholomew, Bishop of Exeter, in which he summarises Becket’s early 
career (June 1166):

I know at that time he [Becket] did not follow the counsel of greed, 
but the dictates of necessity; nonetheless I do not doubt that he was 
the servant of wickedness, and I judge him to have fully deserved to 
be punished, especially at the hands of the king whom he was putting 
before God, the author of all good things; and in return it is right for 
him to be a punishment to the king, whom he believed and claimed to 
be responsible for his wrongdoing.161

John sees Becket as having expurgated his sin through penance: ‘now the 
archbishop does penance, sees and confesses his faults; once with Saul he 
attacked the Church, now he is prepared with Paul to lay down his life for 
it’.162 Describing Becket and Henry as ‘the princes of the people, of whom 
one regulates things spiritual and the other guides things temporal’, he 
says that it is the responsibility of both rulers to guide and regulate their 
subjects.163 However, if they are found to be failing in their duties they will 
be punished by God unless they ‘return by the way of penance and follow 
more godly advice’.164 John considers that Becket has already been pun-
ished for his role in the taxation of the church of Toulouse and has done 
due penance; Henry, however, has yet to repent. John is far more critical 
of Becket’s role in the siege in this letter than in the Policraticus, clearly 
seeing it as grounds for divine punishment of both Henry and Thomas.

Doubtless, John regarded Becket’s change in role from chancellor 
to archbishop as requiring a modification of behaviour.165 Writing to 
Becket in early 1165, John advises that he takes careful counsel in exile, 
encouraging him to turn to prayer, ‘lay aside all other activities’ and 
desist from his study of canon and civil law, of which John considers he 
has ‘no need at this moment’.166 In lieu of philosophising, John recom-
mends that Becket should ‘ponder the Psalms and turn over the moral 
writings of St Gregory’.167 Is this evidence of ‘back-tracking’ on John’s 
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part, a retraction of the value of secular learning? Another reading is 
potentially persuasive, namely to consider Letter 144 not as a change of 
heart on John’s part but, rather, a modification of advice appropriate to 
Becket’s change in status and the circles within which he is moving. In the 
Policraticus and Entheticus, John is prepared to recognise that Becket is 
obliged to wear fine clothing and mix with others in the court, as befits his 
role as chancellor, but in this letter his emphasis is on Becket’s devotional 
character, as befits his role as archbishop. Prayer is recommended over 
expedient political rhetoric, as Becket is now a religious ruler with exclu-
sive responsibility to the Church. This change in character is underlined 
further in Letter 187, written in late 1166 to Baldwin of Totnes, where John 
describes, with some irony, how Becket has changed in the eyes of others: 
‘while he was a mighty trifler in the court, while he seemed to despise the 
law and the clergy, while he followed low pursuits with the magnates, he 
was reckoned a great man, eminent, acceptable to all’. As archbishop, 
however, ‘he became their enemy, because he spoke the truth to them and 
corrected their manner of life’.168

In both instances and with regard to both roles, John remains con-
cerned with the quality of Becket’s internal character. In fact, his com-
ments on Becket’s behaviour in the Policraticus and Entheticus could be 
framed as a test of Ciceronian decorum; Becket does what is advantageous, 
utile, in terms of maintaining his position at the court, but will ultimately 
fail if he does not also pursue what is morally right, honestum. As arch-
bishop, Becket must pursue what is morally right and realise that that is 
the only route to true advantage. Throughout John’s letters, moderation 
is frequently invoked as an appropriate normative standard for Becket to 
follow. Becket’s moderation is ‘known to all’.169 John advises that he must 
answer his critics by ‘showing moderation in deeds and words, in life and 
dress – which is not of much profit in God’s eyes unless it comes from the 
depth of your conscience’, advocating the coincidence between intention 
and action that is the mark of a truly virtuous action.170 The account given 
by John of Becket’s archbishopric in his Vita, although it is clearly written 
in eulogistic, hagiographical tones, describes Becket as the personification 
of many of the virtuous characteristics espoused in the Policraticus.171 He 
is praised for avoiding avarice, shunning gifts and observing moderate 
abstinence in food and drink during his time in Canterbury. In a telling 
passage, John describes him as ‘wearing costly garments’ while being ‘a 
pauper in spirit’.172 Similar sentiments are found in a letter to John of 
Canterbury, composed following Becket’s murder (early 1171), where 
Becket is described as having ‘scorned riches and all the world’s glory, 
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set Christ’s love before affectionate intercourse with friends and his whole 
family, submitted to exile, laid himself and his followers open to peril and 
poverty; he fought to the death to preserve his God’s law and to make 
nought abuses which came from ancient tyrants’.173 In so doing, accord-
ing to John, Becket emulated Christ and the apostles by following the 
‘regia uia’, the ‘royal road’ of virtue.174

The previous chapter highlighted a number of notations found in a 
copy of Lactantius’s Institutiones divinae, purported to be John’s, includ-
ing some addressed to Thomas and his adversaries, the ‘Henriciani’.175 
A number of other notes and remarks are scattered throughout the 
manuscript, written in the same slightly spiky hand and using a distinctive 
dark ink. Notably, eighteen passages are marked ‘Caue’ or ‘Caute’ – an 
invocation to the reader to take heed. These passages concern a number 
of themes, such as the nature of angels, the divine nature of Christ and the 
dangers of lust. Four warnings of this type are clustered towards the end 
of the manuscript, pointing to passages which refer to the signs indicating 
the end of the world. The first and last of these refer to the 6,000 years that 
followed the Creation, which would end with the Day of Judgment.176 The 
second warns of the rise of a king who would become the destroyer of the 
human race, while the third warning is placed alongside the reference to 
the Sybilline prophecy of the Day of Judgment.177 A further passage that 
refers to the rebellion of the evil nations against the Holy City at the end of 
the world is accompanied by the words ‘Sanis Firmiane’, ‘Wise Firmianus’ 
– praise for Lactantius.178 The emphasis placed on these points of the text 
suggests that the annotator felt himself to be in a time of crisis where such 
prophecies were of immediate relevance. Such a millenarian attitude is 
consistent with the pessimism of John’s letters, and casts the advice given 
to Thomas and Henry’s followers earlier in the manuscript in a new light: 
virtuous behaviour is not simply an abstract recommendation but, more 
critically, a necessity in the face of the last days of the world.

Conclusion

Alisdair MacIntyre characterised the Becket controversy as a conflict 
between two bearers of ‘an authoritative role’ exercised in a shared 
framework of agreement on the content of human and divine justice.179 
As noted, John regards Becket and Henry as ‘the princes of the people’, 
one of matters spiritual and the other of matters temporal. It is clear that 
he considers both to be subject to the same normative code, namely 
moderate behaviour in the service of the Church. John never doubts the 
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inherent value of a prince, even going so far as to suggest that the ruler is 
a necessary good for a polity by stating that even if a polity did not require 
a king it would maintain one anyway.180 The mark of a good ruler, 
however, remains his respect for God’s law. This is clear if we return 
to John’s discussion of tyrannicide. John notes that ‘to take the sword’ 
refers to those who usurp it, not those who receive from God the right to 
use it. Those who receive the sword legitimately are ‘the slaves of the law 
and the servant of right and justice’, while those who usurp power ‘make 
the laws slaves to his own will’. While Nederman has argued that John’s 
metaphor of the body politic depoliticises the priesthood by representing 
it as the soul of the body politic, a soul that has an ambiguous location in 
the body, John clearly saw a role for the Church within the political hier-
archy.181 As our survey has demonstrated, Stephen received the right to 
exercise the sword, despite his usurpation, thanks to his approbation by 
Innocent II, which was validated by Theobald at the Council of Rheims. 
On the contrary, while his successor Henry II also received the approba-
tion of the pope and so the right to wield the sword, he invalidated his 
right to rule by subjugating the laws of the land and the Church to his 
own will. The same applies to Barbarossa, who incited schism within 
the Church. While John may not go so far as to follow through on his 
advice that a tyrant deserves to be killed, it is clear that he expected rulers 
to protect the Church, act moderately, and in so doing, follow the right-
ful path of virtue; a ruler who does not observe these precepts does not 
deserve to rule.
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Conclusion

John of Salisbury – who styled his Roman predecessors as Cicero noster 
and Seneca noster – was an avid consumer of classical texts, and in that 

respect he was a typical product of the Parisian schools of the twelfth 
century. However, his works are far more than a formulaic assemblage 
of pithy aphorisms pulled from the classical collections of the libraries to 
which he had access. Instead, they must be seen as genuine attempts to 
interrogate the classical world in order to find lessons for the medieval 
present. This is what differentiates him from many of his contemporaries, 
who used the classics only to add rhetorical flourishes to their works or as 
a source of illustrative anecdotes. John also employed these techniques, 
but went beyond them, engaging fully with the philosophical ideas the 
texts contained. His incorporation of key concepts from Stoicism places 
him at the apogee of the Roman Renaissance of the twelfth century, a 
revival that was, in part, crafted by his pen. John’s writings, however, must 
be seen within the context of their production; his political thought is best 
understood when his works are examined within the social and cultural 
milieux in which he was an actor. John – as cleric, advisor, Christian, 
scholar and exile – used classical sources to formulate a political thought 
that defies unitary classification. Although the Policraticus has often 
been characterised as a ‘mirror for princes’ – an appellation that situates 
John’s work in a continuum extending from Seneca’s De clementia to 
Machiavelli’s Il principe – his writings served a variety of purposes and 
spoke to a variety of audiences. The multivocal qualities of John’s works 
are apparent from the variety of genres within which they can be situated: 
poetry, history, narrative prose and hortatory epistles.

The syncretic nature of his ideas, notably his formulation of a type of 
‘Christianised Stoicism’, results in no small measure from the manner in 
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which he accessed the classics. Given that many of the works to which he 
had recourse were available only in fragmentary form, or were accessed 
through a – frequently patristic – intermediary, John’s understanding of 
the classics was qualified; it was a form of classical scholarship already 
filtered through a lens of Christian interpretation. This had a profound 
effect on his political and ethical theories. His adaptations of Stoic 
concepts stemmed partially from the context in which he would have 
encountered them (reading Ciceronian ideas in Augustine, for example), 
but were also the result of conscious manipulation of his sources to better 
suit his contemporary intellectual environment and projected readership. 
Take, for example, the idea of ‘following nature’. John transformed this 
Ciceronian trope by asserting that life in accordance with nature was 
not simply a life lived rationally, but also a life lived in accordance with 
God’s purpose. The virtuous man will pursue activities which conform 
with nature, but will do so to full effect only with the aid of grace. Here 
John neatly aligns the Stoic emphasis on interior orientation towards the 
rational good with Christian ethical ideas regarding free will and sin. We 
must not exaggerate the extent of John’s classical knowledge, however; in 
the main, he drew on texts which were readily available and which were 
part of the literary canon of the period. The fact that Augustine engaged in 
literary battle with Cicero, and that Seneca was praised as a correspond-
ent of St Paul, went no small way towards establishing these authors as 
integral parts of the medieval curriculum.

It is apparent, nonetheless, that Stoic writings appealed for another 
reason beyond their ready availability: many Stoic concepts could easily 
be accommodated as part of a Christian ethical system. For example, one 
of John’s most significant borrowings from Stoicism is his adaptation 
of oikeiôsis, that is, the rational extension of care from one individual to 
his immediate familial and domestic circle and then, by degrees, to his 
broader community and to the polity at large. This concept of oikeiôsis 
underpins John’s account of appropriate duties; those who are concerned 
for the well-being of others will carry out the role that has been assigned 
to them, and not impinge upon the duties or responsibilities of others. 
This interpretation of living appropriately reflects Christian ideas of 
caritas. Similarly, the Ciceronian regula necessitating a balance between 
the honourable and the useful was adapted by John as a guide to living 
virtuously in pursuit of a Christianised summum bonum, namely eternal 
salvation. While boundaries between philosophical schools are difficult to 
draw in this period, Stoicism arguably surpasses the role played by proto-
Aristotelianism and neo-Platonism in John’s works. In defence of this 
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perspective, it is significant to note that many of the ideas promoted by 
Roman Stoicism – rejecting indifferent goods in pursuit of what is relevant 
for salvation, living in harmony with a rational nature, acting virtuously 
with an intention oriented towards the good – were made, with minimal 
adaptations by John, to work within a Christian scheme of ethics.

The effects of these adaptations are most apparent in John’s recom-
mendations for the political sphere. Roman Stoicism sees the individual 
as firmly embedded in a social context: it is fundamentally concerned with 
the promotion of the common good. Neither the ruler nor any other offi-
cials are permitted to place their own interests first. Socio-political values 
become, therefore, fundamental for effective public living. John’s model 
of the body politic promoted a similar concept, with each ‘limb’ of the 
body obliged to do its own work in the service of the political whole. The 
body model was a uniquely effective metaphor for the division of political 
duties; it illustrated the interdependence between each part of the polity, 
while also demonstrating the necessary relationships of care that existed 
between those who carried out the duties they had been allocated and 
those who were obliged to look after their well-being. Common to both 
Stoicism and John’s writings is a sense of social responsibility, an aspect 
that could be regarded as explicitly communitarian. By this reading, the 
preservation of the common good becomes the ultimate corporate goal 
and a normative ideal for the political individual. In John’s account, this 
is married to Christian ethics; the political individual must also act in the 
interests of the Church. This is most clearly demonstrated in the case of 
the prince, who is obliged to respect the Church as well as developing 
his own religious character. By contrast, the tyrant, intent upon his self-
promotion, fails the secular and religious social systems of which he is a 
part. In John’s writings the pursuit of the common good becomes an ethi-
cal priority, although it remains one that sits alongside the pursuit of faith, 
and humanity’s ultimate citizenship in the universal Church.

John was greatly influenced by the blurring inherent in Stoic ideol-
ogy between public and private performance of duties: the good political 
leader must also be a good man. Living virtuously consisted of pursuit of 
the summum bonum, happiness attained through the perfect knowledge 
of God. Achievable only in eternity, it could be approximated by the per-
formance of the virtues on earth, which was, in itself, a perfection of man’s 
rational goal. John emphasised that the virtuous man will develop a habi-
tus, a fixed ethical intentionality towards the good, that will enable him to 
choose virtue over vice, and to not be swayed by things which are morally 
indifferent. As illustrated, his account of habitus was intrinsically Stoic, 
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with the mean in John’s writings articulated by reference to Cicero’s con-
cept of decorum, a way of behaviour that treads a medial route between 
what is honourable and what is useful. In his exposition of the cardinal 
virtues, John described how the pursuit of the mean served as a guide for 
good behaviour. The frugal man, for example, knows that wealth is mor-
ally indifferent to his pursuit of the summum bonum, but he does not need 
to live a needlessly impoverished life; instead, he will cultivate a moderate 
balance of resources, be beneficent and give his money in appropriate 
circumstances.

This study has traced the ways in which John politicised abstract con-
cepts: nature, duty, virtue, happiness. Politics, for John, is clearly some-
thing that happens outside (as well as inside) the bounds of institutions 
and traditional roles of power. A salient feature of his work is a concern 
for the personality of the political figure; an orientation towards the good 
expressed in intentional action and a good temperament that prioritises 
the pursuit of virtue are aspects which define a good political leader as 
well as a good person. Politics is intrinsically ethical, as demonstrated by 
the double meaning of his corporeal model; it was the epitome of the ide-
ally arranged polity, but also served as a model of the ideal prince, who 
is obliged to live virtuously in recognition of the fact that he is guided 
by the rational and divine part of his body – the soul. The role played 
by moderation as a normative goal for all members of the polity cannot 
be overestimated. John required that the virtues were neither under- nor 
over-emphasised; a tyrant exceeds the bounds of his duties, while a selfish 
preoccupation with vice on the part of the prince can corrupt the polity 
as a whole. The political leader is obliged to improve his own character in 
order to live within the recommended mean; flattery is condemned as per-
verted self-interest, while strong parallels may be observed between John’s 
invocations to Becket to flee the temptations of the court and Stoic recom-
mendations of otium, a voluntary withdrawal from active life towards a life 
that focused on interior well-being.

John’s adaptations of Stoic sources offer an important insight into 
the modalities of scholarship in the Renaissance of the twelfth century. 
Although the use of classical texts has long been recognised as the sali-
ent feature of this Renaissance, the focus has often been on quantitative 
concerns: how many texts were available, how rare were these texts, and 
how many people were using them? While these issues remain important, 
this study has attempted to shift the focus towards how John used his 
texts. In so doing, it has established that John engaged on a profound level 
with classical sources: reworking them to suit his needs, without ignoring 
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the context from which they came. While John expressed a reluctance 
to accord pagan philosophers the authority of their Christian counter-
parts, his education was unavoidably steeped in classical learning, from 
the basic tenets of rhetorical argumentation to methods for dealing with 
more advanced dialectical matters. Such unconscious assimilation of the 
classical heritage has largely been underestimated in studies of the twelfth-
century Renaissance. This study has illustrated that some of John’s most 
novel adaptations of classical sources were derived from texts which 
would have been readily available to him. Stoicism, transmitted through 
the writings of Seneca and the eclectic Cicero, as well as through the 
works of many of John’s patristic forebears, is a highly accessible ideology 
for scholars of this period – a potential ‘third way’ for medieval philosophy 
– and a viable alternative to Platonism and Aristotelianism on account of 
its adaptability for a Christian ethical system.
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